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Abstract 
Making agribusinesses and agri-food supply chains (SCs) create shared value for producers and 
rural communities is an attractive yet complex issue. Researchers, policy makers and business 
actors focus on policies, activities, and models in agri-food SCs to meet multiple social and 
economic demands, and natural resource challenges in rural communities, yet limited research 
examines the interactional processes between agri-food SCs and rural communities. In China’s agri-
food systems, agri-food SCs and rural communities are two interconnected and rapidly changing 
fields in transitions towards sustainability, and desirable pathways require collective considerations 
of the dynamic impacts on each other. This study proposes a community-oriented understanding of 
supply chain responsibility (SCR). It examines dynamic interactions between agri-food SCs and 
rural communities, which aims to improve our understanding of the nature and impacts of SCR on 
rural community sustainability. Especially, how those domains influence each other to achieve 
sustainability simultaneously, and how to implement community-oriented SCR in Chinese agri-food 
systems. 
The study adopts a multiple case study approach to examine four research questions, which are: (1) 
What are current contributions of agri-food SCs to rural community sustainability? (2) What levels 
of community sustainability are connected with the different contributions of small and medium 
enterprise (SME)-led, cooperative (co-op)-led, and farmer-led agri-food SC? (3) How do agri-food 
SCs contribute to community sustainability, especially what aspects or elements of agri-food SCs 
contribute to community sustainability? (4) How can agri-food SCR proactively be implemented to 
enhance community sustainability? Rice and vegetable crops are targeted in this study, as the two 
crops have wide production and the different nature of rice and vegetable agri-food systems is 
suitable for comparisons. For agri-food SCs, the attention to farmer-led, co-op-led and SME-led 
agri-food SCs associated with those crops reflected the variation of activities, policies and successes 
to promote transitions to sustainability in a sectoral context. At the village level, one well-developed 
village and one less well-developed village were chosen to reflect the “extreme” examples in a case. 
The study location is chosen in Wuhan, one of the pilot cities for integrated sustainability reforms in 
central China. 
In both cases, multiple data collection and data analysis methods were used. By using the walking-
the-chain observations and interviews, the appropriate cases that fulfil the research design and 
research purposes were selected. Community capital assets in villages and sustainability capabilities 
in agri-food SCs were employed to examine context-specific SCR practices. To understand 
community capital assets, in-depth interviews with village leaders and household interviews with 
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farmers were conducted in four villages. To evaluate sustainability capabilities of three types of 
agri-food SCs in two cases, in-depth interviews with informed people and focus group discussions 
were held. The detailed descriptions of the community capital assets and chain level sustainability 
capabilities inform the mutual influence between agri-food SCs and rural communities. The cross-
case synthesis seeks to understand activities, relations, meanings and ideas embedded in the 
interactions within the various rice and vegetable SCs and village communities. The comparative 
analysis of the village structure, village development processes and synergies of community capital 
assets deepens the understanding of agri-food SCs’ contribution to rural communities. The 
contextualised chain level sustainability capabilities suggest three types of agri-food SCs are 
connected with different levels of rural community, while high-level rural community sustainability 
requires coordination across all levels of community among rural households, villages and areas 
beyond the villages. 
The holistic and integrated views on the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities 
enhance our understanding of the nature and effects of SCR on rural community sustainability. This 
study finds that agri-food SCs and rural communities influence each other to achieve sustainability 
outcomes. The synergies between the two domains, through the SC-rural community nexus, have 
more potential to promote community-oriented SCR for economic, social, environmental, political 
and cultural transformations. This study also suggests that the pathways towards community-
oriented SCR require agency and structure to be inclusive towards development commitments at 
household, village and the broader area levels, and development opportunities for diverse chain 
types and villages in Wuhan’s rice and vegetable SC networks. It calls for a proactive government 
role in encouraging rather than impeding SC-rural community nexus for community sustainability 
in China’s agri-food systems. 
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Chapter 1 INTRODUCTION 
Making agribusinesses and agri-food supply chains (SCs) create shared value (Porter & Kramer 
2011) for producers and rural communities is an attractive yet complex issue (Blowfield & Dolan 
2010). Researchers, policy makers and business actors focus on policies, activities, and models in 
agri-food SCs to meet multiple social and economic demands, and natural resource challenges in 
rural communities, yet limited research examines the interactional processes between agri-food SCs 
and rural communities. China’s agri-food SCs and rural communities are two interconnected and 
rapidly changing fields in transitions towards sustainable agri-food systems, and desirable pathways 
require collective considerations of the dynamic impacts on each other. The study draws on the 
concept of supply chain responsibility (SCR), a collective response to various sustainability 
challenges in two domains, to examine complex and multifaceted interactions between agri-food 
SCs and rural communities, which informs innovative ways to fulfil their sustainability 
commitments. 
1.1 Research Background 
A robust agri-food system has significant impacts on sustainable development in China. The 
remarkable economic growth in China requires an effective agri-food system to deliver improved 
quantity and quality of food production for future viability (GRAIN 2012). China invests in roads, 
physical market places, information systems, vertically integrated quality structures and food safety 
standards to ensure food security and grain self-sufficiency (Ravallion & Chen 2007; Hale 2013a; 
Scott et al. 2014). Meanwhile, China’s agri-food system is regarded as an engine for rural 
community development, such as poverty reduction (Ravallion & Chen 2007). The agricultural 
sector in China still forms the largest workforce in the world, although the employment share of 
agriculture has fallen from 80.3% with 283.2 million in 1978, to 33.8% in 2012 with 257.7 million 
working population1. Additionally, agriculture in China is also a way of life, culture and custom. 
Valuable farming models and integrated farming management heritages in China make a 
contribution to sustainable farming (Pretty 2008), as every patch of the landscape is intensively 
used to create a food-rich landscape (Anderson 2010). Most of the Chinese customs and festivals 
are observed in consonance with agricultural seasons, activities and products. These festivals are 
celebrated with different names and rituals among the Chinese, no matter whether in China itself or 
overseas. 
                                                 
1 Source: China statistical yearbook (2013) 
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China has strong initiatives to promote the development of its agri-food systems, but transforming 
the agri-food systems suffers from prominent failures, including inefficiency, eco-inefficiency and 
inequity in agri-food SCs. Firstly, the modernised agribusiness SCs increasingly resemble western 
agribusiness systems, but the improved agribusiness SCs tend to widen the gaps in wealth 
distribution (Zhang & Donaldson 2008). Alongside growing inequity of wealth distribution, ethical 
risks in the more standardised food industry, such as the misuse of dangerous chemical additives, 
have damaged the reputation of Chinese products on food markets (Pritchard & Chan 2016), which 
also prove the inefficiency of the developed agribusiness SCs in China.  
Secondly, China’s agri-food system tends to be eco-inefficient (Govindan et al. 2014), as it highly 
exploits natural resources and largely excludes social and environmental consideration from 
economic thinking. In order to promote productivity, pesticides and chemicals have been used 
extensively since the “Green Revolution” in the 1960s and 1970s (Yang 2007). However, the 
improper use of pesticides and chemical fertilisers has brought increased productivity and profits as 
well as high costs, i.e. the risks of the health hazards to farmers (Wilson & Tisdell 2001) and 
consumers (Shen 2010). The poisonous chemical substances will eventually enter into the human 
body through the food chain (Tang 2011). Meanwhile, severe contamination of soil and water 
results in the degradation of the agro-environment in poverty-stricken rural areas, which leads to a 
dilemma for communities which depend on agriculture for their livelihood. 
Thirdly, the agri-food system has challenges to embrace rural development, as the vast and 
increasing emigration of rural labourers from the main agricultural areas is prominent, especially 
the central and western China. Globalisation, agriculture modernisation, and urbanisation deplete 
the population of villages, but they also reflect the inability of the transforming agri-food system to 
promote income (Pritchard 2014), investments, and non-agricultural employments in rural areas. 
The loss of population in rural areas not only leads to the waste of land resources, vacancy or 
abandonment of rural dwellings, and dysfunctional urban-rural development (Liu et al. 2010), but 
also weakens social capital, cultural capital and human capital (Pretty 2008). The agri-food system 
inevitably affects – and is affected by – rural communities without enough young labourers. 
1.2 Research Context 
Sustainability-oriented transformation in China's agri-food systems leads to growing concerns about 
synergies between agri-food SCs and rural communities. China has strengthened policy 
interventions in building responsible agri-food SCs and promoting rural development (Scott et al. 
2014). Through a number of policies and development projects, the government has collaborated 
with various agribusinesses to build responsible agri-food SCs. These responsible policies and 
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activities correspond to an attractive development issue: making agribusinesses and agri-food SCs 
create shared value for producers and their communities. However, these practices face great gaps 
to translate responsibility commitments made by agribusiness SCs into community sustainability 
outcomes, as the practices occurring in agribusiness SCs contribute to increasingly complex 
conditions in agri-food systems, such as high social prices for the treatment of environmental 
problems, exclusion of some disadvantaged actors (Schneider 2016), and decreased social 
belonging. 
The misalignments between agri-food SC development goals and social outcomes in rural areas 
require an integrated understanding of the actual ways agri-food SCs work in the rural communities, 
and how farmers, chain actors and stakeholders in the agri-food SCs go about living, working, 
interacting, and feeling about their place in that setting (Pritchard 2014; Pritchard et al. 2017). 
However, we still lacks a coherent framework to examine the connections between institutional 
processes in agri-food SCs and an individual’s quality of life or community well-being. The 
research in global agri-food SCs points out that chain level responsible practices help disadvantaged 
actors to share development opportunities (Coe et al. 2008; Bolwig et al. 2010), and strategic 
practices in rural communities are also essential for agribusiness to achieve chain-wide competence 
and institutional legitimacy (Porter & Kramer 2011). This implies the significance of connectedness 
and mutual concerns of agri-food SCs and rural communities toward the creation of sustainable 
agri-food systems. Rather than the mutual supportive interaction of two domains, some researchers 
examine community members’ perceptions and experience in the processes, and stress the 
imbalance of power and conflicts in business-society relationships (Banks et al. 2016). Hence, the 
interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities remains an under-researched area in a 
sustainable agri-food system context. 
This research assumes that interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities contribute to 
various opportunities for improvements in two domains. An agri-food SC, like a form of social 
capital, involves both positive and negative influences on rural community development. Each rural 
community, with human, natural, cultural and relational resources, also has potential to influence 
the practices of agri-food SCs. This theorises rural community as an integrative, generalising 
structure in local society rather than only as a context within which programs of change made by 
agri-food SCs are conducted. Situating in the broad business-society relationships, the multi-
dimensional interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities offer implications to 
transform social relationships and create shared value in agri-food SC networks, not only 
implementation improvements of various programs. 
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This research proposes a community-oriented understanding of supply chain responsibility (SCR). 
SCR is defined as “the chain-wide collective consideration of, and response to, issues beyond the 
narrow economic, technical and legal requirements of the supply chain to create a rewarding system 
that links wanted profits to community sustainability, gains sustaining economic value by creating 
social and environmental benefits for the community”. Community-oriented means dynamic 
processes and social structure to link agri-food SCs with existing forms of communities. In this 
context, SCR initiatives and policies are not merely technical solutions to tackle sustainability 
challenges, but a collective way of creation value for rural communities and agri-food SCs together. 
It links knowledge in agri-food SCs and community development in a broad and holistic framework 
for creating value in both domains. 
1.3 Research Objectives and Research Questions  
This research aims at improving our understanding of the nature and effects of SCR commitments 
on rural community development. It is increasingly accepted that agri-food SCs not only have 
initiatives to improve the value derived from agricultural products, but also have the responsibility to 
promote functional communities or community sustainability proactively. There are research gaps on 
the issue - how can agri-food SCs create shared value for rural communities? Traditional research on 
SCR focuses on a narrow view of chain level policies, models and activities, which fails to understand 
the community and encourage synergies between agri-food SC and rural communities. This research 
concentrates on the capital assets in rural communities and sustainability capabilities in agri-food 
SCs under SCR discourses, which makes more explicit links between agri-food SCs and community 
sustainability. It informs useful ways to examine social issues or social responsibility in agri-food 
SCs.  
The study has two objectives. Firstly, the study seeks a holistic understanding of the current 
interactional patterns and effects between agri-food SCs and rural community development. Rather 
than achieving desired outcomes, the interactions between them may be either suppressed or 
encouraged by various factors. A deeper understanding can provide insights into the alignments or 
misalignments between intentions and real achievements. Secondly, the study seeks to investigate 
ways to tackle community development challenges in China’s agri-food systems from an agri-food 
SC’s perspective. By integrating understandings from agri-food SC analysis with theories in 
community development, it reframes our thinking for community development, SCR policies and 
activities. The combination of two theoretical fields helps to identify innovative ways for rural 
community development. 
Within the two objectives, four specific research questions (RQ) are addressed: 
5 
 
1. What are the current contributions of agri-food SCs to rural community sustainability?  
2. What levels of community sustainability are connected with the different contributions of small 
and middle enterprise (SME)-led, cooperative (co-op)-led, and farmer-led agri-food SCs? 
3. How do agri-food SCs contribute to community sustainability, especially what aspects or 
elements of agri-food SCs contribute to community sustainability?  
4. How can agri-food SCR proactively be implemented to enhance community sustainability? 
1.4 Research Significance 
This research has the following significance. Firstly, it provides an analytical framework to analyse 
interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities in a SCR context. The integrated 
approach combines the fields of agribusiness and community development. Current research on 
agri-food SCs has difficulties in understanding the relationships between agri-food SCs and rural 
communities and in defining social issues from an industrial perspective, despite the incentives in 
China to promote rural community development. The combined view of the two research fields 
enriches the understanding of complex social issues from the perspective of an agri-food SC 
network. 
Secondly, the findings of the study provide significant policy implications for agri-food systems in 
reform era China. The exploration of the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities 
highlights the complexity and challenges to achieve rural sustainability in China’s uncertain 
transitional era. These deeper understandings of chain level impacts on rural community 
sustainability might help to refocus decision making in China’s agri-food systems to incorporate 
synergies with communities. 
Thirdly, the study paves ways for new research directions and research agendas on China’s agri-
food systems. The study suggests that the SC-rural community nexus has potential to meet future 
social, economic and environmental challenges, which enables the formation of sustainable and 
rewarding Chinese agri-food systems. This viewpoint proposes an integrated and innovative way to 
address sustainability challenges. The strategic SCR practices, combining top-down interventions 
and bottom-up initiatives, offer a coherent vision of possible and preferable modes of action to 
promote mutual benefits for agri-food SCs and rural communities in China. 
1.5 Structure of the Thesis  
This thesis has eight chapters as depicted in Figure 1-1. Following this chapter, chapter 2 designs a 
conceptual framework to analyse four research questions by drawing on knowledge from SCR 
research, supply chain governance and community development. The theoretical framework helps 
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understand the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities under SCR discourses. 
Chapter 3 examines the evolutions of agribusiness sector and rural community development in 
China. Chapter 4 describes the methodology and research design. Chapter 5 examines findings on 
capital assets in two rice farming villages and sustainable capabilities of various rice SCs. Chapter 6 
present results on capital assets in two vegetable farming villages and sustainable capabilities of 
vegetable SCs. Chapter 7 makes a cross-case synthesis of two case studies and provides answers to 
four research questions. Chapter 8 discusses the findings in this research and implications for 
integrated SCR research and practice in China’s agri-food systems.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1-1 Outline of thesis structure and links with research questions 
In summary, this chapter introduces the research topic and provides a contextual background for 
this study. It gives an overview of the significance of agri-food systems in China and outlines 
challenges related to chain level sustainability capabilities and rural community development. This 
study examine the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities, which helps to 
understand the nature and effects of SCR on rural community development in China’s agri-food 
systems. It contributes to a deeper understanding of social issues by an analysis framework that 
links theories of SC analysis and community development, and new research and practice directions 
to explore sustainability in China’s agri-food systems.   
Chapter 1 
Introduction 
Chapter 8 
Discussion and conclusions  
Chapter 4 
Methodology 
Chapter 2 
Literature review 
 
Chapter 7 
Cross-case synthesis  
Chapter 6 
Vegetable SC networks 
(CJ and DL villages) 
Chapter 5 
Rice SC networks 
(XH and QF villages) 
Research questions 1, 2, 3, 4 
Chapter 3 
China’s agri-food 
SC networks 
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Chapter 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
The decline (or the development) of agricultural communities is connected with the evolution of the 
agricultural system. The early literature holds the view that agricultural modernisation, the 
corporate food regime (McMichael 2009), and development of global agri-food systems and 
supermarkets are related to the power of agribusinesses, and these processes contribute to 
environmental degradation (Pretty 1995), the loss of social capital and the loss of agricultural 
employment (or economic returns) in rural settlements (Pretty 2008). Recently, various 
interventions and practices in the agri-food system are considered as ways to strive toward socially, 
economically and environmentally desirable agri-food SCs as well as rural communities. These 
activities include promoting livelihood diversity in rural communities (Scoones 1998; De Haan & 
Zoomers 2005), improving producer well-being through the fair trade movement (Low & 
Davenport 2005), reconstructing alternative agri-food SCs (Marsden et al. 2000; Renting 2003), 
integrating farmers into contract farming (Hu & Hendrikse 2009), and engaging farmers in agro-
environment protection (Zander et al. 2007; Zasada 2011; Taylor & Van Grieken 2015). The 
proliferating conceptual models in agri-food systems are far from sufficiently settled to 
operationalise and measure agri-food systems’ contribution to rural community sustainability. 
Although these sustainable initiatives in agri-food system promote development in the rural 
community, the diverse proposals have difficulty in delivering development of the community 
without a holistic and collective strategy. 
The policies, models and activities in agri-food SCs aiming at delivering rural community 
development suffer two knowledge gaps. Firstly, the research focus has been on the SC itself, and 
the impact of agri-food SCs on community development is a relatively new consideration. The 
research concerns the policies and activities to develop capabilities of agri-food SCs to deliver 
benefits to themselves, not to the community members. Although some research shows interest in 
producers in agri-food SCs (Klassen & Vereecke 2012), the core issues are producers’ welfare 
(Mohan 2016) rather than doing good for their communities as well. There is a little research 
examining rural communities in the agri-food SCs context, although some studies mention the 
necessity to understand rural communities. For instance, Halldórsson et al. (2010) and Stoian et al. 
(2012) specify the need to consider the benefits for producers and their communities, especially the 
impoverished communities. Klassen and Vereecke (2012) and Beske et al. (2014) suggest that an 
integrated SC re-conceptualisation requires including producers and neighbours or communities in 
the nearby areas of production. Accordingly, the broader rural community development is not well-
connected with the development of agri-food SCs. 
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Secondly, rural community development has mainly focused on the economic and social 
development in the rural settlements (Liepins 2000; McManus et al. 2012), and not on the link with 
enhanced agri-food SCs. Research focuses the sustainable achievements of tasks in a community 
(Prändl-Zika 2008), like multifunctional transitions (Wilson 2010), and rural community well-being 
(Pretty 2008). Different perspectives on community development produce challenges in forming a 
shared agenda in agri-food systems. The theoretical detachment between community and agri-food 
SCs also overlooks integrated trajectories of rural development through interactions between agri-
food SCs and rural communities. 
In contrast to isolated impacts in agri-food SCs and rural communities, sustainability of agri-food 
systems requires an agenda to bring together various actors in rural communities and agri-food SCs 
to create collective impacts. The unconnected research fails to provide answers to how could agri-
food SCs create shared value for rural communities, which also obstructs innovations to achieve 
sustainability. Sustainable development is generally defined as “meeting the needs and aspirations 
of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs” (Brundtland et al. 1987, p. 292). Conceptual thinking about sustainability has widely 
referred to 3Ps (Profit, People, and Planet) or 3Es (Economy, Ecology, and Equity) (Green & 
Haines 2011), which is a “triple bottom line” (TBL) concept of balanced economic, social, and 
environmental performance (Elkington 1999, 2004). These three pillars of sustainability are 
interlinked, and failures in one dimension will also hinder the performance of the other two. A win-
win relationship between agri-food SCs and rural communities derives from theoretical and 
practical innovations to promote the shared action between two domains. 
In this chapter, the conceptual framework links theories in SC analysis and community development 
in order to understand the complex and integrated environment required to achieve collective 
impacts in agri-food SCs and rural communities. The literature review has three parts. The first part 
lays the theoretical and empirical foundation for the term SCR; the second part discusses theoretical 
foundations of community development in agri-food systems; and the third part indicates the 
connections between the conceptual framework and research questions. 
Part I: Conceptualising Supply Chain Responsibility  
The first part of literature review examines the theoretical foundation of SCR. The holistic 
perspective aims at creating a common discourse to embrace various actors, perspectives and 
resources to generate innovative solutions for sustainable challenges.  
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2.1 Agri-Food Supply Chains 
A supply chain (SC) is defined as a systematically structured network occupying autonomous 
business linkages (Lambert & Cooper 2000; Lambert & Enz 2017), which is regarded as a 
significant paradigm shift in value creation and industrial competence (Cooper & Gardner 1993). 
Agri-food SCs describe activities from the farm to the table, formed by production (farmers), 
distribution, processing, marketing of agricultural products and the final consumers (Ahumada & 
Villalobos 2009). The complexities of agri-food SCs are understood through three ways. The first 
way concerns the multiplicity of chain actors. Lambert and Cooper (2000) define two types of 
significant chain members: primary members carry out value-adding activities to produce a specific 
product for a specific customer or market; supporting members provide resources, knowledge, 
utilities, or assets for the primary members in the chain network.  
Secondly, the complexity of agri-food SCs concerns the holistic attributes of each agri-food SC. 
Mentzer et al. (2001) have divided SC into a “direct SC”, an “extended SC”, and an “ultimate SC”. 
This depicts the increased complexity of chain level attributes. A more holistic view further 
considers the categories of agri-food SCs in a whole market structure. For instance, producers in the 
chain are subdivided into three categories by Huang et al. (2008): unorganised small producers, 
small producers organised into producer associations, and independent producers with a secure 
market, which are connected with three chain categories: traditional SC, midpoint SC and modern 
SC (Powell & Grodal 2005). This classification helps to arrive at a more complete evaluation of a 
set of vertical entities (individuals or organisations) directly involved in the agri-food market. 
Thirdly, agri-food SCs in the various countries stay at different life-cycle or evolution phases, 
which are divided into four stages based on its capacities to fulfil customer and social needs: 
growth, development, mature and steady phase (Hugos 2011). Craig (2011) further proposes that 
the higher evolutionary stage represents agri-food SCs’ higher capacity to tackle social issues: 
immediate crisis about the products or services; and enduring issues about organisation's social 
performance. The chain level competence derives from their capacities to organise various 
connected chain actors, including the producers and their communities. Besides wealth generation, 
the mutually interconnected relationships, such as trust, leadership, and innovation, are regarded as 
intangible value creation of agri-food SCs (Walters et al. 2008), which increases the effectiveness of 
SC to benefit all chain actors.  
An agri-food SC network considers vertical and horizontal relationships that work together towards 
providing products and service to the agri-food market (Lazzarini et al. 2001; Van Der Vorst 2006). 
The “network” framing of activities and arrangements indicate the collection and interaction of 
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structural and behavioural complexities in various agri-food SCs (Bellamy & Basole 2013). An 
agri-food SC network provides an analytic lens for investigating complexity of sustainability issues 
from a multilevel perspective: actors or organisations, chains, and the evolution of agricultural 
industry. In additionally, as actors, organisations and chains do not exist in isolation, the collective 
network view provides a snapshot of broad social structures and institutional issues embedded in the 
wholeness of related inter-organisational networks (Provan et al. 2007). In this research, an agri-
food SC network is regarded as a network of various types of agri-food SCs, and rural communities 
linked with those agri-food SCs. An agri-food system is a broader concept that integrates all agri-
food SCs in a particular agri-food market environment, such as a food product, which reflects the 
industrial conditions for the “network of chains”. The complexity of agri-food SCs derives from 
uneven evolution of agri-food systems characterised as agricultural modernisation, industrialisation 
and globalisation in different institutional contexts. Möller (2006) proposes that the industrial 
network approach helps to describe the complex market situation, which is also close to that of 
scholars in economic sociology (Granovetter 1983; Burt 1993; Uzzi 1996; Granovetter 2005). Agri-
food SC networks provide an integrated, multi-faceted view to tap research purposes, research 
questions, and the nature of total relationships into current reality concerns. The structural changes 
of agri-food SCs represent its own value creation logic to adapt to the historical, cultural, political, 
and economic backgrounds. In this perspective, agri-food SC networks cover a wide spectrum of 
possibilities for various types of chain to create value for rural communities and respond to 
contemporary agricultural systems. 
2.2 Supply Chain Responsibility 
Agri-food SCs, as a way to seek industrial solidarity for public benefits, are gradually linked with 
social transformations in agri-food industry and rural communities. The idea of creating shared 
value leads to the transitions of sustainable commitments in the SC operations. Fearne et al. (2012) 
propose three dimensions to understand sustainable value creation in agri-food SCs. The first 
dimension addresses the boundary of analysis: intra-firm→ inter-firm/chain→ external stakeholders. 
The second dimension reflects the breadth of sources and beneficiaries of value created by the 
chain: cost/ waste reduction→ consumer and customer value→ shared value. The third dimension 
considers governance: relationships not considered→ channel power→ collaboration. The various 
dimensions of analysis are not separated, as interaction is the locus of value creation and inter-
organisational collaboration helps to serve their shared economic, environmental and social 
purposes (Fearne et al. 2012). Accordingly, supply chain responsibility (SCR) is not only a strategic 
process to integrate sustainability commitments into the SC operations, but also implicitly put 
responsibility commitments into a wider industrial network (Snehota & Hakansson 1995). It places 
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much more considerations on a collaborative, responsible and innovative SC structure to achieve 
desirable outcomes (Zolkiewski et al. 2006). This section reviews the theoretical foundation of SCR 
from definitions and the evolutionary trend of the discourses. 
2.2.1 Corporate social responsibility 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has witnessed debate over the proper relationship between 
business and society (Bowen 1953; Davis 1960; Carroll 1979, 1991). The four levels of CSR - 
economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibility represent organisations’ commitment to 
fulfil the expectations of the public and enhance total socio-economic welfare in the process of 
pursuing interests (Carroll 1991, 1998). CSR is the context specific notion, which has evolved with 
the institutional changes. Under the sweeping trend of sustainable development, “triple bottom line” 
(TBL) (Elkington 1999) concept gains more scrutiny, and there is increasing expectation that 
organisations do indeed have economic, environmental and social responsibility than merely to 
make a profit (Becker et al. 2010). CSR applications in the food supply chain include animal 
welfare, biotechnology, environment, fair trade, health and safety, and labour and human rights 
(Maloni & Brown 2006).  
Recent research provides a framework that is broad, neutral, and conceptually strong enough to 
explore CSR in a dynamic, integrated and holistic way (Aguinis & Glavas 2012). Aguinis (2011, p. 
933) defines CSR as “context-specific organisational actions and policies that take into account 
stakeholders’ expectations and the triple bottom line of economic, social, and environmental 
performance.” The nuanced understanding of CSR at operational level illustrates the focus on 
corporate capabilities to achieve sustainable outcomes rather than merely the specific roles, such as 
a development actor. It represents the “embeddedness” of CSR at the individual, organisational, 
industrial, national and even international levels (Fransen 2013; Blombäck & Wigren-Kristoferson 
2014). Meanwhile, it also has implications for methodological issues, as context-specific actions 
and interactions require congruence between the nature of the CSR construct and research design, 
measurement, and data-analytic tools used to study CSR empirically (Blombäck & Wigren-
Kristoferson 2014). The context-grounded view provides an open-ended examination of CSR 
practices in emerging economies (Fairbrass & Zueva-Owens 2012), as they are different from the 
stable advanced economic context. This coherent and comprehensive way of thinking offers a 
reflective and active process that values experience, integrates different ways of knowing (reason, 
imagination, intuition and emotion), builds relationships, and creates new ideas that benefit society 
(Blombäck & Wigren-Kristoferson 2014). 
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2.2.2 Definition of supply chain responsibility  
SCR is the management of CSR issues in SCs. The narrow conceptualisation of SCR involves the 
application of general notions of responsibility in business to SCs (Maloni & Brown 2006; Spence 
& Bourlakis 2009). The narrow view of SCR stresses the significance of SC as a value creating 
entity, and considers activities explicitly carried out by chain actors. SCR includes corporate-led 
CSR, logistics social responsibility2 (Carter & Jennings 2002; Ciliberti et al. 2008), purchasing 
social responsibility (Carter & Jennings 2004; Carter 2005), and consumer initiated social 
responsibility (Manning 2013) in green purchasing, etc. These ethical practices are concerned the 
wide scope of ethical activities at different phases of the SC, as well as the SC as a whole. SCR is 
constructed on interconnections and interdependence among chain members (Pullman et al. 2009), 
so shared benefits are the original driver or foundation of collective mobilisation or social 
integration.  
The development of the concept of SCR is currently still in its infancy, and the underpinning 
characteristics of SCR remain blurred and sometimes indistinguishable. Spence and Bourlakis 
(2009, pp. 291-2) propose a narrow notion SCR - “the chain-wide consideration of, and response to, 
issues beyond the narrow economic, technical and legal requirements of the supply chain to 
accomplish social and environmental benefits along with the traditional economic gains which 
every member in that supply chain seeks”. This view is adapted from CSR (Davis 1973), and views 
responsibility as a chain-wide reaction to social expectations. In this context, SCR is regarded as a 
private governance pattern in SC that is going “beyond compliance”, as responsible organisations 
play an important role to raise the standards of compliance. The narrow view of SCR concerns 
voluntary and legally binding standards to improving wealth creation in a specific SC.  
The broader way of conceptualising SCR implicitly embeds responsibility commitments into a 
wider industrial network (Snehota & Hakansson 1995). Porter and Kramer (2011) insist that long-
term achievements derive from the deeper understanding of competition and economic value 
creation in an industrial context. They adopt an integrated understanding of community 
development efforts and SC development initiatives to achieve sustainable benefits. The strategic 
view concerns the interactions between agri-food SCs and the broader community, and the strategy 
concerns the art of moving the agri-food SCs and rural community forward to tackle challenges. In 
this context, the community members act as value “creators” rather than value “receivers”. It 
conceptually engages other community members to act in a uniform way towards the rewarding 
system and highlight the ability to collect individuals’ contribution to cumulative outcomes of 
                                                 
2 Logistics social responsibility aims at narrow the examination of CSR to socially responsible logistics management. 
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sustainability. This idea extends the marketing idea of including customers as value creators (Smith 
et al. 2010) to the role of rural community and community members in SC development. Building 
on this view, this research extends SCR to a holistic industrial network perspective. SCR is defined 
as “the chain-wide collective consideration of, and response to, issues beyond the narrow economic, 
technical and legal requirements of the supply chain to create a rewarding system that links wanted 
profits to community sustainability, gains sustaining economic value by creating social and 
environmental benefits for the community”. SCR, to some extent, is a criterion used to evaluate the 
industrial networks’ sustainability performance (Montabon et al. 2016), which in many respects 
represents a new way to live, work, and recreate. Farmers, corporations and customers, are part of a 
neighbourhood and community, where each plays an important role in supporting community well-
being. Collaborative initiatives emphasise the value of building chain actors’ capabilities rather than 
a specific short-term outcome (Vachon & Klassen 2006). A key difference of the broader view of 
SCR is that it links the chain level performance to broader social structure regarding social equity 
and the development of community, as a functional agri-food SC network should contribute to 
higher quality of life for community members. 
2.2.3 Evolution of supply chain responsibility 
From wealth-oriented to community-oriented, the understanding of SCR has experienced four 
development phases with changing underlying philosophies. This evolutionary trend has guided the 
institutionalised practices in SCs not only to achieve desired industrial outcomes (Spence & 
Bourlakis 2009), but also to shape a generalised structure to link with the community (Porter & 
Kramer 2011). The attitude or commitment continuum of obstructive, inactive, reactive and 
proactive (Van Tulder et al. 2009) create a comprehensive way to conceptualise interactional 
relationships between the industrial network and the community. In moral philosophy, the critical 
strategies in the SCR practices can also be referred to as “discourses ethic” (Habermas 1990). The 
evolution of SCR indicates various SC restructuring strategies to achieve efficiency, eco-efficiency 
and equity in the industrial networks. 
(1) Obstructive phase: Network for operational efficiency 
Early research treated SC as an instrument to achieve efficiency and competence at the individual 
business organisation level. Management in or of SC seeks to improve integration of productive 
relations between enterprises within a “production network” or within a process of “systemic 
rationalisation” (Altmann & DeiB 1998), and such operational efficiency generates great economic 
benefits, e.g., closer integration of external relations, just-in-time (JIT), business process 
reengineering, total quality management (TQM), etc. From the community welfare perspective, too 
highly increased integration for production networks can be a social obstruction. On the one hand, 
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highly hierarchical SCs may decrease the diversity of practices to respond to various challenges, 
and this can be a hindrance for long term sustainable development. On the other hand, a network for 
internal efficiency may maximise productivity across entire production, and many of today’s 
environmental and social issues are rooted in the efficiency patterns of industrial development. An 
obstructive SCR is a concept on how chain actors (firms, government and community) might 
address accountability for sustainability issues.  
(2) Inactive phase: Customer value for competitive advantages  
In order to obtain competitive advantages, creating customer value is the strategy to increase future 
earnings. The value chain approach is embedded in a service logic to gain perceived value in the 
community of customers. As boycotts and publicity campaigns negatively impact business 
prosperity, business organisations identify high-priority areas to satisfy consumers for competitive 
advantage (Porter & Kramer 2006). SCR is a way to manage public relations, gain reputation and 
fulfil customer expectations for firms. Customer value oriented initiative is only accountable for 
inactive responsibility, considering the investment in reputation is to reduce risk and avoid losses. 
This view is justified by the recognition that socially responsible behaviour is a kind of risk 
management (reputational, operational, and quality risks) (Kytle & Ruggie 2005). The self-
interested or insular view of SCR is inactive in promoting community development, as community 
benefits are likely to be positive externalities of wealth-oriented business performance, or the 
labelling SCR is a rational business reaction to their negative environmental and social impacts in 
the strict institutional context.  
(3) Reactive phase: Certification for legitimacy 
Certification is a rational choice for mainstream businesses to tackle legitimacy challenges. The 
certification-based institutional arrangements establish both joint product sector approach and cross-
sector approach to improve the legitimacy of the business (Vermeulen & Seuring 2009). It engages 
firms, government and NGOs as stakeholders in the overall labelling and certification process. The 
institutionalised SCR behaviours in the mainstream of product channels or industry are regarded as 
more economically desirable than a single firm self-controlled approach. This is because 
certification not only reduces extra transaction and control costs but also decreases the likelihood of 
firms being questioned. Many pieces of research concern monitoring and assessing the 
commitments and implementation of labour standards (Zadek 2007), environmental regulations, and 
the guidance standards for social responsibility (like ISO 26000, ISO 9000 certification and ISO 
14000 certification) (Castka & Balzarova 2008). Self-interested certifications struggle to gain public 
acceptance (empirical legitimacy) (Raitio & Harkki 2014), as the perceived public good and value 
to customers are questioned. Meanwhile, responsible certification does not always improve the 
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welfare of producers. For instance, the organic certification causes higher costs of production and 
coordination for the poor producers in order to fulfil the market requirements, while they have 
limited capacities to benefit from or resist the changes (Mohan 2016). Hence, standardisation or 
certification is only reactive responsibility, as these are passive responses to community 
development needs. 
(4) Proactive phase: Creating shared value  
The conception of “creating shared value” (Porter & Kramer 2011) triggers a strategic view about 
the role of business in society, which is solving societal problems in order to create economic value. 
“Shared value” views SC as a strategic network, and the broader value creation perspective 
embraces the social issues at the core, not the periphery for sustainable development. Following this 
logic, recent research pays much attention to inclusive or sustainable business models (McGrath 
2010; Bittencourt Marconatto et al. 2016; Tell et al. 2016) and social enterprises (Cieslik 2016), 
which are connected with collaborative industrial climate building. They assume that a healthy and 
functioning industrial network promotes partnerships to achieve sustainability goals. This proactive 
thinking emphasises social outcomes from an industrial network (Lim & Phillips, 2008; Van 
Rijsbergen et al., 2016), and effectiveness and efficiency are giving way to considerations of social 
justice and the distribution of benefits (Renouard, 2010). The changes in concept indicate the 
significance of a collaborative industrial structure to achieve sustainable benefits. “Co-creating 
shared value” includes efforts to create an engaging, positive, and open industrial environment, 
which fosters creativity and unifies the efforts of all chain actors. This view also indicates that 
industrial sustainability originates from equal benefits, improved capacity and development 
opportunities for disadvantaged groups. The strategic industrial arrangements define the nature of 
community-oriented SCR. 
2.3 Supply Chain Governance 
Supply chain governance (SCG) is regarded as a driver for SCR, as it adjusts the process of 
collective decision-making and mechanisms to create value (Lim & Phillips 2008; Vurro et al. 
2009; Soundararajan & Brown 2016). Researchers in SCG have suggested that the policies, 
activities and individual action interact to create the outcomes. A holistic view is a vital component 
in building the capacity of agri-food SCs, as it involves a combination of various coordination 
mechanisms rather than concentrating the specific analytical slices or dimensions of complex 
reality. This section briefly reviews the meaning of governance and then explores the multiple 
analytical elements in external and internal governance. 
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2.3.1 Governance 
(1) Meaning of governance  
Governance is defined as rules of collective decision-making in settings where there is a plurality of 
actors or organisations and where no formal control system can dictate the terms of the relationship 
between these agents and organisations (Chhotray & Stoker 2009). This broad definition is used in 
public administration (Atkinson & Coleman 1992; Pierre & Peters 2000, 2005), international 
relations, development studies, socio-legal studies, corporate governance, and participatory 
governance (Chhotray & Stoker 2009). In this definition, “rules of the game” can be formal and 
informal, which stresses forging top-down resources and bottom-up capability building to address 
the great challenge of sustainability. The decision-making is impacted by a combination of factors 
that include the strategic policies, structural positions, cognitions or commitments, and daily 
practices or routines. 
From government to governance, the changing term shows an inclusive perspective on the 
interactions and connections between various actors and factors for social changes (Jessop 2003; 
Kemp et al. 2005), including the transition to sustainability. The general principle of governance is 
the distribution of influence, which helps to reduce structured challenges and powers. Voss et al. 
(2006) propose a significant way to understand governance in relation to sustainable development – 
reflexive governance. In their approach, governance focuses on actual practices and identities in the 
interactive process, rather than assuming what it does or is supposed to do. Reflexive governance 
starts with the opening-up of governance processes for interaction with their context, which 
highlights the linkages of various new forms of governing and bring them in interaction with each 
other in order to allow for mutual learning. The way to explore governance concerns the ways, 
principles and values for making rules rather than the rule itself. In order to adjust to the reality, 
there is a need to identify the reality and figure out the focus, and then find creative solutions. 
(2) Supply chain governance 
SCG refers to the nature of the horizontal linkages (between actors at particular stages in the chain), 
the vertical linkages (within the overall chain) and a set of networked actors and activities involved 
in regulatory practices (Neven 2014). Bush et al. (2015) indicate that sustainability is incorporated 
into SCG based on different governance aims and governance scopes. Different SCG levels (e.g. 
corporate level, industrial level and regional level) co-exist to influence sustainability outcomes. 
SCG at corporate level refers to governance in the chain or private governance. Corporate 
governance is the logical starting point for SCG research, as different focal firms play a significant 
role in the SC (Millstein 1998). SCG at industrial level concerns the coordination of inter-
organisational dynamics (Kaplinsky & Morris 2001). The different types of coordination 
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mechanisms seek to make scientific decisions to reduce risks during the mechanism designing 
process (Gereffi et al. 2005). In contrast, SCG at a broader regional level is more concerned to 
promote collective performance in the context of conflict and uncertainty and to capture responses 
to the changing landscapes (Awaysheh & Klassen 2010). The new developmental model proposed 
by Bush et al. (2015), interactions in a locally embedded network, promotes sustainable outcomes 
and instruments to balance conflicting concerns in a systematic way. 
This view of SCG at multiple levels calls for the differing combinations of chain actors’ agency, 
internal mechanisms and external environment (Bush et al. 2015). The fundamental guiding 
principle behind an SCR approach is that the whole SCs must be conceived as a complex and 
unitary whole with shared interests. The effective implementation of commitments to SCR should 
give attention to how the process of governance, such as policy or technical adjustment to industry 
changes, creates diversities, linkages and conflicts in a SC (Pagell & Shevchenko 2014), which 
contributes to sustainability effects. The dynamic view of SCs implied by Coe et al. (2008) and 
Yeung and Coe’s (2015) analysis of global production networks informs the interactions within and 
between government, private sectors and communities involves both opportunities and conflicts to 
sustainability. Hence, the conceptualisation of chain actors’ agency and social processes informs the 
socially desirable and innovative paths towards sustainability.  
2.3.2 Supply chain governance in agri-food systems 
Different dimensions of SCG provide various impetus for chain level changes, and the directions of 
changes are shaped by the aggregate influence of interacting factors. This research understands how 
embedded factors may shape sustainability practices in agri-food SCs and extend the influence to 
rural communities through two important aspects: external and internal governance (M4P 2008). 
These two types of governing mechanisms suggest a multi-dimensional conceptualisation of SCG 
in agri-food systems. 
(1) External governance 
External governance takes external institutions or the “institutional context” as a departure point to 
understand agri-food SCs and the processes of change in agri-food SCs. It indicates that external 
policies, activities, and models can affect the chain level benefits, practices, and capabilities and 
community wellbeing. External governance stresses the external dimensions affecting internal 
interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities. Generally, external governance includes 
rules of law, public policy, civil regulations, and modern media that link with agri-food SCs. The 
mode and effectiveness of external governance is context-specific in different agri-food systems. 
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Considering the research purpose, this section gives priority to literature relating to sectoral 
policies, institutions and factors influencing China’s agri-food systems. 
Rules of law 
Current research has analysed a large number of laws and guidelines that direct the spirit and 
content of SCR-related policies in China (Vermander & World 2014). The growing corpus of laws 
and regulations constitutes institutional arrangements to affect the legitimacy of the governance 
system (Raitio & Harkki 2014). It includes environment protection (energy efficiency and natural 
resource management), employees’ rights (workers’ safety and social insurance), codes of conduct 
(human health, food safety, animal welfare) and so on. Some regulations are targeted at rural 
communities: these include the construction of rural land markets to protect farmers' rights and 
increase the efficiency of land use. Researchers are concerned about the application of these rules or 
regulations to the Chinese context (Peerenboom 2001), which has vastly different social, cultural, 
and political structures from the West. A key aspect is that many formal rules or codes may be set, 
but not kept (Peerenboom 2002). Meanwhile, it is unclear how these formal structures, especially 
legal obligations, produce desired outcomes in agri-food systems. 
Public policy 
A key aspect of public policy is that SCR in China has high level of dependency on government 
(Yin & Zhang 2012). Government policy is currently required to defend the public good as well as 
private interests. In the agri-food system, the Chinese government has proposed various public 
policies to improve the responsible practice of agribusiness in recent years (Vermander & World 
2014). In addition to being viewed as a response to consumer concerns about business ethics, these 
regulations can be seen as a mechanism to protect particular national producer interests and national 
food reputation. They should also be understood as part of the China’s stated commitment to 
promoting development in its lagging rural regions. The multifaceted interpretations of public 
policy need to be tested in the empirical context, as the essence of sustainable development lies at 
the interfaces and trade-offs between often conflicting objectives of economic and social 
development, and environmental protection. The effectiveness of policies builds on their 
capabilities to tackle the complexity between common outcomes and individual interests rather than 
only the purposes or values. 
Civil regulation 
Civil regulations, such as social norms, values and ethics, represent the social expectations towards 
the business that go beyond the formal legal framework and the market thinking (Elster 2000), 
which is a way to restrict or facilitate the development of sustainable communities (Baldwin et al. 
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2011). Peng and Heath (1996) indicate that socialist ideology leads to the public and communities 
having strong societal expectations of business organisations in providing social welfare. China’s 
socio-cultural rules run counter to the logic of Western capitalism, and the socialist legacies often 
require fundamental shifts in normative understandings and value systems regarding business-
community relationships. Particularly, Marquis and Raynard (2015) propose that social norms or 
legacies of socialist context require sensitivity in regards to interpersonal relationships (guanxi), 
physical infrastructure building, and social issues, which strongly impacts the business 
environment. In rural China, the traditional social norms and modern market perceptions are likely 
to shape a diverse institutional landscape for SCG and sustainability. There is a paradox in current 
SCR research. Many researchers indicate that responding appropriately to socio-cultural 
expectations is critical for gaining access to resources, legitimacy, and social approval, while there 
is limited research paying close attention to the “real” expectations in the community and the 
development of the community. 
Modern media  
As technology improves the transfer of information, a broader range of customers and stakeholders 
gain access to more information about what happens within the supply chain (Craig 2011). The 
modern media like news, TV, and radio, actively shapes agri-food SCR, as customers tend to rely 
on second-hand information (mainly through the media) to make choices (Aerts & Cormier 2009). 
It also opens channels of communication and allows individuals and communities to share and 
cooperate with one another outside the framework of traditional institutions and organisations 
(Edwards 2009).  
(2) Internal governance  
Internal governance concerns the actual intensive interactions among chain actors. It stresses that 
chain actors are active and innovative in leveraging capabilities for sustainability or reform their 
current course of development. Many pieces of research have probed into internal governance from 
the functioning of SC structure and coordination mechanisms. 
Supply chain structure 
SC structure is defined from two aspects. The first aspect is related to the institutional framework in 
the SC. Gereffi (1994) focuses on authority and power relationships, as they determine financial, 
material, and human resources flow and distribution within a chain. Following this view, Zhang and 
Aramyan (2009) consider that informal relationships and formal contracts are significant 
institutional frameworks to link smallholders into the modern agri-food SCs in China. This view 
combines the contract and relationships to understand the characteristics of the existing chain level 
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relationships. The second type of SC structure identifies three dimensions that have significant 
impacts in addressing chain level social issues: transparency, dependency, and distance (Awaysheh 
& Klassen 2010). The multiple factors influence SCR behaviours and the adoption of SCR 
practices, and offer a dynamic view to examine chain level changes. 
Transparency is connected with information sharing about the origins of commodities and product 
safety (Van Der Zee & Van Der Vorst 2005). By protecting reputation and brands through 
transparency, the SC can protect their market share and competition benefits (especially as a 
differentiating strategy). Some researchers think that the level of transparency in SCs increases 
socially responsible practices or fulfils customer expectations, while others argue that the over-
emphasis on transparency suggests a lack of trust (Chhotray & Stoker 2009). 
Dependence represents the degree the SC relies on the external resources, components or 
capability. Some researchers argue that the dependency and links between actors derives from 
economic exchanges or competitive market relations (Ulrich & Barney 1984). Chain level 
dependence is increased when encountering a competitive and fragmented market. In such a market, 
vertical coordination can improve economic sustainability by minimising the cost of transacting. 
Quite apart from rational market competition analysis at individual level, others indicate the effects 
of communication and social relationships in constructing the underlying dependence among 
various actors (Miller 1992). The considerations on communal will and interest convergence reach a 
broader level of dependence, which is related to collective identities. 
Distance encompasses three sub-dimensions: geographical, cultural, and organisational distance. 
Awaysheh and Klassen (2010) indicate that the geographical separation increases the difficulty of 
information sharing and decreases the commitment between suppliers. Geographical distance is also 
likely to reduce the number of repeated interactions, which contributes to fewer opportunities for 
unethical dealings in the transactions. Cultural distance is high for global SCs, where potential 
misunderstandings and problems tend to inhibit socially responsible behaviours. In Chinese agri-
food SCs, the capitalist way of agri-food production and household-based production represent 
cultural distance in transactions among various chain actors. Organisational distance is defined by 
the number of tiers that exist among chain actors. It reflects the length of the SC or communication 
network. Some research assumes that decreased ties, such as contract farming, help to reduce the 
complexity and uncertainty in transactions (Williamson 1979), while it is unlikely to increase 
capabilities to address environmental and social issues (Ring & Van de Ven 1994). 
Coordination mechanisms 
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Coordination mechanisms affect the performance of SCs (Fugate et al. 2006). Three types of 
coordination mechanisms are significant for sustainability: power regime, trust, and collective 
action (Peterson et al. 2001; Zhang & Aramyan 2009). These elements are inherently connected to 
conceptualise inter-organisational relationships from different dimensions.  
Power in the SC may be either positive or negative. Kaplinsky and Morris (2001) propose two 
types of power in the chain: the power to force other parties to take particular actions; and the 
power or capacity to be deaf to the demands of others. This regards power as individual capabilities 
or competence deriving from various possibilities like market share, profit level, technology level, 
and brand value. Cox (2004) proposes that power determines the nature of transactional exchanges, 
and an entirely win-win situation between supplier and buyer is mythical. This stresses the adverse 
effects of power in business, such as social exclusion, uneven distribution of benefits or risks, and 
restricting individual freedom or initiatives. For instance, many studies concern the deficiency of 
power of small suppliers in market negotiation.  
In contrast to an absolute view of power, Matopoulos et al. (2007) proposes that a higher-power 
actor is also dependent on the lower-power part of the SC, and the mutual dependence means that 
effective collaboration is constrained by the power imbalance. This relative view of power gives 
more attention to a shared business environment that is complex, competitive, dynamic and 
uncertain. It stresses that the capability imbalance or various attributes are not constraints for 
cooperative relationships, but provide opportunities to collaborate. The relative power theory 
generates justice or fairness oriented considerations in SC relationships, which includes distributive, 
procedural, interpersonal, and informational justice (Hornibrook et al. 2009; Duffy et al. 2013). It 
stresses the significance of sharing overall responsibility among chain actors, rather than only 
pursuing self-interest within the structure of the chain.  
Trust is an important criterion in relationship governance (Fawcett et al. 2012). Trust is tacit 
knowledge acquired through consistent interaction over time (Elster 2000; Portes 2000), which 
affects the intensity of collaboration and extends the depth and width of cooperation. Trust may 
encourages actions within certain groups, and expand access to or mobilise resources or assets 
(Grootaert 2001). Zhang and Aramyan (2009) link trust levels among chain actors with the adoption 
of contractual and relational governance forms, and suggest that increased trust reduces the 
dependence on formal governance mechanisms to tackle conflicts and increase transaction 
efficiency (Macneil 1977). Meanwhile, trust may be misused to exclude outsiders from positions 
and opportunities (Lin 2002), and a “closed” mindset in relationships may undermine the broad 
consensus, potentials and action across various interest groups (Trigilia 2001; Lin 2002). 
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Collective action is defined from two perspectives. The first view of collective action concerns 
group level activities to pursue common interests or achieve common objectives (Devaux et al. 
2009). It involves supportive relationships among the multiplicity of actors and expanded 
opportunities. Some researchers insist that a common purpose has positive effects for collective 
action and sustainability of agri-food SCs, as it improves chain level response to various challenges 
in a complex business environment (Free 2008). However, the process of formation of collective 
action is determined by many factors: a common will based negotiation in the codes of conduct, 
mutual understanding, trust, power to enable decision-making, and policy formulation. Collective 
action is an emergent choice among actors, and interaction can translate into collective action when 
it is deliberately focused on shared goals.  
Different from a common will-based frame of thinking, collective action is also treated as an 
adaptive process with a range of interactions between actors, networks, organisations, and 
institutions emerging in pursuit of the desired state (Hargrave & Van de Ven 2006). In this view, 
collective action emphasises the significance of conflicts, power and politics in achieving the 
desired state of changes. Rather than demanding conformity, collective action also welcomes the 
co-existence of conflicting institutional types (Hargrave & Van de Ven 2006). The multi-actors' 
initiatives or governing logics increase the openness of partnerships. The engagement of competing 
initiatives and competing practices are likely to create unexpected collective action effects. 
In summary, external governance and internal governance indicate important aspects of SCG. By 
reconnecting the disparate elements along the chain, the conceptualisation of SCG in agri-food 
systems seeks to develop a dynamic position to capture the changing processes rather than a static 
and comparative way to explain the phenomena. This approach combines the social structure of 
action and the interactive processes that cultivate sustainability capabilities for the SCs. Hence, the 
synergies and interactions between external governance and internal governance encourages the 
understanding to create more holistic, dynamic, and flexible models for sustainability in agri-food 
SCs and rural communities.  
2.3.3 Knowledge gaps on supply chain governance and rural community development 
Although multi-level governing provides an analytical guide to examine integrated governance 
arrangements for desirable changes in both agri-food SCs and rural communities, the impact 
pathways face two challenges. Firstly, the SCG for chain level capability helps to predict chain 
level sustainability performance (Pagell & Wu 2009; Defee & Fugate 2010), but it ignores 
capabilities of agri-food SCs to promote the development of rural communities. There is no detailed 
understanding of chain level possibilities to mobilise and update existing capabilities in a rural 
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community environment. Secondly, the market approach and policies towards rural community 
development are uncertain, as agribusinesses face challenges to involve communities that have 
different ways and logics of development. The processes require the government, chain actors, and 
community members to reflect on their assumptions and beliefs in the actions (Aadland 2010), such 
as visions on the potential of chains as a site for social and environmental reforms or the chain as a 
place with power and oppression. It is also necessary for researchers to make sense of their 
assumptions (Corner & Pavlovich 2016) and understanding for rural community sustainability. 
Accordingly, the previous SCG activities and models need to be reframed to accommodate the 
requirements in both agri-food SCs and rural communities. Hence, SCG commitments need to 
expand the vision and move to the next level: knowledge enrichment in SCG research to 
conceptualise rural community sustainability in an agri-food system context. 
Part II: Community Sustainability in Agri-Food Systems 
Community development is a complicated process, and proliferating theories in community 
development are far from settled to conceptualise the dynamic nature of community changes 
(Bhattacharyya 2004; Green 2008; Zautra et al. 2008; Walzer et al. 2016). Part II of the literature 
review draws on community development theories to assess the impacts of SCR on rural 
community sustainability. This conceptualisation advances theoretical foundations and 
methodologies to examine rural community development in agri-food systems, and has implications 
for community sustainability. 
2.4 Meaning of Community 
The notion of community is explored by an extensive body of literature from three aspects: implicit 
cultural value, explicit social units or system, and dynamic field of interaction. These three threads 
provide a cross-scale understanding of community at the individual, organisational, and network 
levels. 
2.4.1 Community as cultural value (or identity) 
The community viewed in terms of implicit cultural value is a significant and lasting theme in 
research, which treats human beings as active and conscious agents in creating meanings and a 
shared social identity. This viewpoint puts a focus on identities and meanings at the individual 
level. Tonnies (1957) suggests community as traditional cultural value in his famous work 
Gemeinschaft and Geselleschaft (or community and society). He argues that community and society 
are different expressions of social relationships. The community, as tradition, is more rooted in 
natural life in a locality, while society, as modern, is a rational product sustained by relations of 
exchange. The studies of traditions in rural villages or family lives represent the concerns for 
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community, which differs from the modern society or urban areas. In contrast, to equate the 
community with the idea of tradition, Durkheim proposes a post-traditional conception of 
community. Durkheim disagrees that society is primarily characterised by mechanical social 
relations with an individualistic thinking. He thinks that forms of solidarity and social integration in 
modern society create a post-traditional community. Durkheim (1964) insists that the division of 
labour is a way to achieve collective goals, and the broader social level collaboration invokes a 
sense of community (shared value) and can mobilise a local community’s capacity. Weber (1967) 
thinks that community means social cohesion and solidarity in a group of people, but it is difficult 
for this to emerge in a rational modern society. Cohen (2013) stresses community as both an ideal 
and a kind of symbolically-constructed reality, which is created through personal identity and 
meanings. Similarly, Anderson (2004) contends that community is an “imagined” phenomenon, as 
the identity of the individual is shaped by the cognitive and symbolic structure in the “lived” spaces. 
Delanty (2010) argues that communication produces contemporary forms of community, as 
changing forms of communication within different groups create new forms of belonging and social 
bonds. This view places great emphasis on shared values or consensus among inter-connected 
members, as individuals exhibit some degree of responsibility, or a sense of duty or obligation to 
defend the community from outside threats or forces.  
2.4.2 Community as a social system 
The view of communities as social systems concerns inter-organisational relationships. Hillery 
(1955) considers a community as a social system consisting of multiple, interdependent, and 
interacting social units capable of adaptation to internal and external forces. The view of 
community as a social unit stresses organisational connections that encourages a process of 
learning, acting and exchange in a local society. Putnam (2000) argues that contemporary society is 
characterised by a decline in community values, and the loss of community is measured by the 
decline of “social capital”. Putnam et al. (1994) relate civic engagement or participation with social 
capital, and community means the creation and mobilisation of social capital, i.e. connections 
among individuals and organisations. The organisational connections, or at least weak ties 
(Granovetter 1983), involve some new forms of community. Wellman (1979) argues that three 
community questions - communities “lost”, “saved”, or “liberated” - describe three different 
situations of organisational ties: connections “with formal institutions”, “around a neighbourhood or 
a settlement” and “beyond local societies”. In various situations, organisational connections embed 
some of these organisations into a broader context. According to different levels in the territory, the 
community can be divided into local, regional, national and international level communities 
(Shepheard et al. 2011). The various levels of community suggest institutions, social norms and 
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culture among a group of individuals and different types of connections around an organisation 
(Wellman & Frank 2001). Rural communities are involved in various levels of issues due to their 
external connections, such as local agri-food SCs, global agri-food SCs, and various types of 
business organisations. 
2.4.3 Community as a field of interaction 
The view of community as a field of interaction concerns extra-community ties, which leads to an 
understanding of the community at a network level. The field-interactional view of community 
originates from Kaufman (1959) and is elaborated by Wilkinson (1970, 1986, 1991). Wilkinson 
(1986) defines the community as having three aspects: (1) territory or place, (2) social organisations 
or institutions that provide regular interaction among residents, and (3) social interaction on matters 
concerning a mutual interest. This viewpoint proposes that community evolution is influenced by 
place, social organisations and action processes (or institutions for dynamic interaction among 
organisations and individuals). 
Researchers indicate that the embedded network of interaction provides a way to represent the field 
of interaction (Sharp 2001; Sharp et al. 2003). The network ties are associated with the sharing of 
resources, interest convergence, communal will, and collective agency. The interaction in an 
embedded network influences the emergence of a collective action process (field). In an embedded 
network context, the formation of social organisations is viewed as an emergent, dynamic process 
(Wilkinson 1970), and many social organisations converge to form a generalised structure. This 
view indicates that community is not only held together by the fact that their members live in 
proximity to one another or that they have similar backgrounds (a shared identity and set of norms), 
but also by the process and institutions of interaction among organisations in a place. It constructs a 
post-modern community in a network society, and the understanding of the dynamics in interest and 
complexity in agency seeks to reduce fragmentation and uncertainty. 
The conceptualisation of community in an embedded network setting offers significant implications 
for the development of community. For economic development, Flora (1998) proposes a notion of 
entrepreneurial social infrastructure to expand the concept of social capital with equality, agency 
and inclusion. This examines economic development as collective actions with both joint efforts 
and independence. In an environmental research context, Agrawal and Gibson (1999) define 
community as explicit institutions embedded in the interactive process among various actors, which 
serves to govern natural resources in the interconnected contemporary society. Cross-scale 
organisational structures are regarded as a flexible organisational form to solve conflicts and 
increase efficiency and legitimacy for complex community issues (Ojha et al. 2016). In social 
26 
 
development research, researchers (Bridger & Luloff 2001; Eversole 2003, 2011, 2012) indicate 
that the intra-community ties (social capital) and network of interactions are significant to 
complement deficiencies of government capacity to solve community decline, while government 
policies often focus on individuals, households and places, not communities (Bridger & Alter 
2008). Multifaceted interactions of “many forces other than purposive action” mobilise a broader 
and inclusive social structure and development agency (Bridger & Alter 2008, p. 107), which 
responds to wide-scale social transformations, such as globalisation and economic restructuring. 
Rural community development policies that consider the embedded network (or the convergence of 
several social fields) are more likely to build long-term benefits rather than short-term effects. For 
instance, Theodori (2005, p. 665) stresses the interface between environmental protection and “the 
generalisation of local-oriented actions across interest lines”. The inclusive (wide and holistic) 
strategy for new institutions and intra-organisation connections is likely to support purposive 
collective action. The binding of actions and the convergence of interest between self and collective 
help community-based organisations come together to address shared concerns (Bessant 2014). 
2.5 Community Sustainability 
2.5.1 Definition of community sustainability 
Community sustainability encapsulates the idea of thriving communities in environmental, 
economic and social aspects (Sikdar 2003; Gończ et al. 2007; Darnhofer et al. 2010). Community 
sustainability links a diverse set of concrete objectives: economic development, solving local 
problems (e.g. hollowing and poverty), addressing inequalities of wealth and power, promoting natural 
resource management, and building a sense of community (Rubin 2008). These multi-dimensional 
goals are mutually supportive in the community development process, which calls for a systematic 
framework to achieve the desired community sustainability outcome (Walzer et al. 2016).  
Community sustainability is best understood as an open construct that involves various actors. The 
promotion of solidarity and agency is significant as it enables the community to tackle various 
challenges (Bhattacharyya 2004). This community development purpose guides the process of 
community sustainability to be respectful of the will of the people, which allows community 
development efforts to build individual and collective capabilities. Community sustainability needs 
to make full use of and regenerating social capital, human capital, etc. in communities, which increases 
the community’s ability to develop in dynamic environments. 
2.5.2 Capital assets-based community sustainability 
Asset-based development is an art of helping communities or community empowerment. McKnight 
and Kretzmann (1993) indicate that individuals, associations and institutions within a community 
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have various gifts, skills, resources, and capacities, which are community assets. Rather than 
focusing on “problems” and “deficiencies” of a community, the identification of community 
“assets” contributes to a strategic planning process. The “inside-out” development strategy can be 
bottom-up, top-down, or a combination and relationship-driven. Asset-based community 
development stresses the significance of moving beyond the mechanical dichotomy between power 
and powerless in community capacity building, and exploring potential in an enabling community 
structure. Green and Haines (2011) indicate the strength of the asset-based approach is the strong 
connections between theory and practice. Asset-based development not only builds on existing 
resources, but also seeks innovative ways to leverage resources. The investments in the community 
assets are likely to overcome conflicts and misalignments in development processes. 
Asset-based development is connected with Sen’s capability approach which stresses creating an 
empowering structure with freedom of choice to spur people’s “capacity for change” (Sen 1999a, 
1999b). The concept of capacity refers to three combined elements: resources, cognitions, and 
institutions (Robeyns 2012). Resources include both tangible resources like financial, natural and 
human assets, and intangible resources like skills and reliable information. They are deployed to 
build on community strengths and address community problems and opportunities. Cognitions 
mean commitment and shared awareness at an individual level. Institutions encapsulate access to 
resources, self-reliance, self-determination (are accepted for what they are; have a real voice of their 
own, with the right to speak in their own words and be listened to), meaningful participation (work 
and live in a non-authoritarian environment with egalitarian structures), and arrangements for 
collaboration at macro level. Sen’s capability approach suggests social relations, societal structures 
and institutions on individuals’ development or freedom (Robeyns 2005).  
In asset-based development, community sustainability is achieved by using various capital assets to 
allow human beings to flourish (Mayunga 2007), to achieve greater social cohesion, to find higher 
levels of wellbeing with low material impacts on the environment (Flora et al. 1992; Walker et al. 
2004). The capitals-based approach has been widely applied in community leadership development 
(Emery et al. 2007), environment protection (Gutierrez-Montes et al. 2009) and poverty alleviation 
programs (Segnestam 2009), which aim at capitalising on opportunities to improve community life. 
In the capital assets approach, many researchers discuss the multiple functions of social capital in 
community development (Grootaert 2001), children’s education (Coleman 1988; Holroyd 2003), 
farming production and group cooperation (Portes & Landolt 2000), and these discussions highlight 
connections between accumulating or investing social capital, and community sustainability. 
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Bordieu (1987) argues that there are four fundamental dimensions of capital: economic capital 
(wealth, income, material possessions); cultural capital (information, taste, abilities); social capital 
(resources based on social networks and group membership); and symbolic capital from the cultural 
economy perspective in sociology. Bebbington (1999) argues that a wider conception of the 
resources leads to considering livelihoods in terms of access to five types of “capital” assets: 
produced, human, natural, social and cultural capital3. The people’s access to five capitals means 
opportunities to exert their power, identity, and resources, and symbolic meanings to reconfigure 
the community development functions. The maintenance of social meanings and cultural practices 
strengthens identity formation and particular patterns of interaction. The framework stresses not 
only the significance of access and social capital as development opportunities, but also the 
capabilities in actors to fulfil their potential. 
The community capitals framework (CCF) adds political and physical capital to the five “capital” 
assets (Emery & Flora 2006). Though CCF provides a comprehensive tool to assess the potentials 
in asset-based development (Emery et al. 2007), communities need to invest in these capitals 
strategically as well as creatively exploring new possibilities for sustainability, rather than complain 
about the lack of resources. The CCF regards each form of community capital as a sub-system of 
the larger whole community system. Capital assets include the resources, power, relationships, and 
empowerment in a place-based community. The framework integrates the interactive processes of 
resources using cross-level analysis, as resources, assets, and organisations are embedded in wider 
social systems. This further implies that sustainability is not only determined by the resource base 
but also by the effectiveness in identifying, mobilising and enhancing local disposable resources 
and assets for development (Zautra et al. 2008; Berkes & Ross 2013). For instance, the adaptive 
capacity of a rural community, especially connecting people to food and people to people to 
respond to broader sustainability concerns, helps it to cope and respond to the unforeseen and 
unpredictable challenges in agri-food systems (King 2008).  
The CCF is a neutral and generalised tool to capture the internal dynamics in community 
development, but there are some key issues related to sustainability. Skerratt and Steiner (2013) 
stress the significance of understanding the exploitation and oppression of some groups, the 
inequalities of access to resources and control over assets and information are complicated to 
address without formal institutions. Jakes et al. (2015) suggest that the asset mapping processes 
require understanding the underlying value or strategies, as the dynamic, socio-culturally 
                                                 
3 This is linked to the “livelihood framework” (Scoones 1998).  
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constructed community development process involves people’s aspirations in existing community 
structure and suggests future development directions. 
Pigg et al. (2013) see the CCF as an applied view of field theory and various capitals are interpreted 
as representing the field where community interactions take place. The CCF is also used as a tool 
for community field mapping in this research, as it links changes in village level capital assets with 
interactions with the agri-food SCs and the collective agency in two sectors to make changes 
(Bessant 2012). The CCF provides a way to represent the time-space compression of the social 
interaction process between the community of a place and its agri-food SCs. The convergence of 
village interactional structure and chain level governance mechanisms forms a community field 
(Bessant 2014). This method extends the community field within a place boundary to external 
industrial contexts which involve structural and contextual elements of social relationships. The 
CCF is also a tool to identify fragmentation points between relational, functional, and hierarchical 
structures within villages and agri-food SCs in their interactional processes. 
This way of applying the CCF connects community with the industrial or broader level context. It 
puts the farming-based community in the agri-food system, and provides a new context to explore 
the underlying mechanisms in the CCF. This helps to address the research void in mapping 
community sustainability within a broad agri-food system context. The CCF concerns the creation 
and maintenance of capital assets through the “complete” structure of relationships linking the 
village and agri-food SCs. Capital assets involve both the quality and quantity (the frequency or 
intensity) of the interactions. Balfour and Alter (2016) suggest that patterns of connections (or 
social structure) and dynamics of network interactions could be used to identify functional obstacles 
and address innovation goals, and this research argues that the new ways of interaction facilitate the 
using of capital assets to achieve community sustainability. 
Therefore, asset-based community development indicates community sustainability is a complex 
process. Uncertainty related to value creating activities and actors and their capabilities is an 
inherent feature of the system. Future-oriented value production involves radical system-wide 
changes in the existing value systems and the creation of new value activities. It delineates the 
significance of creating an empowering structure to spur “capacity for change” or sustainability 
capabilities. 
Part III: Explaining the Conceptual Framework  
The identification of SCR in agri-food SC networks is driven by the initiatives to promote 
innovative courses of action in both agri-food SCs and rural communities. SCR, as a process of 
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seeking win-win relationships, requires addressing the chain of collective impacts on agri-food SCs 
and rural communities. The processes help to link two distinct social systems and leverage capitals 
and capabilities within and between agri-food SCs and rural communities. These innovative 
policies, activities, and interactions of two social systems promote the convergence of interests to 
make a balance between environmental desirability, economic success and community viability. 
Rather than prescriptive policies or activities, the conceptual framework (Figure 2-1) drives 
reflections: are the context-specific SCR policies or activities authentic approaches or are they 
manipulative approaches to community development? How can the nature and effects of SCR be 
optimised? The collective considerations embed interactive learning and the opening-up of 
governance processes for interaction with their context. It represents a logical map to understand 
and unfold the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities, and the reflections on the 
rules for decision-making are significant for improved SCR impacts. 
The conceptual framework (Figure 2-1) looks at the chain of SCR in a dynamic way, which 
promotes an open-ended systematic learning. In the overall structure, it links the drivers of SCR, 
evolution of SCR with the community sustainability outcomes. The interplay of SCG, SCR, and 
community sustainability constructs a tentative theoretical triad to explain the process to achieve 
sustainability outcomes in agri-food SCs and rural communities. Specifically, the synergy of 
external and internal governance leads to a different level of SCR initiatives, while various levels of 
SCR practices contribute to distinct community sustainability outcomes. SCR as a process has a 
complex and changing theoretical understanding, while a holistic understanding of the nature and 
impacts of SCR in agri-food SCs provide suggestions for community sustainability 
In the horizontal structure, the conceptual framework considers the complex and changing 
theoretical understandings in SCG, SCR and community sustainability. Firstly, the external 
governance and internal governance are interactive with various internal factors. Meanwhile, an 
evolutionary process occurs in SCR initiatives, which ranges from wealth-oriented to community 
oriented (Van Tulder et al. 2009). Combining current theoretical and empirical realities, SCR 
performance is divided into four phases: (1) Social obstruction (irresponsibility) is a self-centred 
profit maximisation attitude, without considering social and environmental cost. (2) Inactive 
responsibility (social obligation) is fundamentally inward-looking perspective, aimed at efficiency 
and competitiveness in the immediate market environment, and the maximum wealth for society 
(Friedman 1973). (3) Reactive responsibility (social reaction) is an outside-in orientation, which 
is primarily grounded in “negative duties” by not violating informal rules to minimise commercial 
and reputational risks. (4) Proactive responsibility (social involvement) is an interactive 
perspective toward economic, social and environmental sustainability, which gains sustaining 
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opportunities for development by solving social problems and creates a better environment for 
growth. Additionally, community sustainability is regarded as an emergent outcome linked with 
various SCR behaviours and interactions. Community sustainability encompasses chain level 
sustainability capabilities and capital assets in rural communities. The interactions between agri-
food SCs and rural communities contribute to correspondingly collective performance evolving 
from low-level to high-level sustainability. Innovative and integrated community sustainability 
outcomes are embedded in specific institutional contexts with various factors. The theoretical 
framework informs that community sustainability is an emergent outcome of the complex 
interaction.  
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Figure 2-1 Conceptual framework 
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2.6 Linking the Conceptual Framework with Research Questions 
The four RQs are embedded in the conceptual framework. They drive reflections on SCR outcomes 
and the processes to achieve SCR outcomes in rural communities. RQ1 - What are the current 
contributions of agri-food SCs to rural community sustainability? - examines capital assets in rural 
communities, and the rich description of the capital assets dynamics in villages promotes reflections 
on agri-food SCs’ current influence on rural communities. RQ2 - What levels of community 
sustainability are connected with the different contributions of SME-led, co-op-led, and farmer-led 
agri-food SCs? - explores the sustainability capabilities of agri-food SCs, which informs the chains’ 
potential to live with and pursue community changes. It offers a broader lens to understand the 
connections between agri-food SCs and rural communities, which suggests chain’s future 
contributions to rural communities. Based on the understanding of capital assets in rural 
communities and sustainability capabilities in agri-food SCs, RQ3 - How do agri-food SCs 
contribute to community sustainability, especially what aspects or elements of agri-food SCs 
contribute to community sustainability? - examines the ways agri-food SCs work to promote 
development in rural communities. It draws together the various actors, diverse information, 
opinions and dynamic factors in agri-food SCs that contribute to rural community development, and 
seeks to make sense of the processes and approaches of governance for community sustainability. 
RQ4 - How can agri-food SCR proactively be implemented to enhance community sustainability? - 
explores ways to fulfil chain level potentials towards rural community sustainability, which 
involves critical reflections of interactional processes between agri-food SCs and rural 
communities. 
In summary, this chapter reviews literature in agri-food SCs and community development to bridge 
the knowledge gap to understand linkages and interactions between them. Although agri-food SCs 
have initiatives to promote rural community development, the social outcomes emerge from the 
diverse and dynamic interactional processes with cultural and political complexity. The conceptual 
framework combines knowledge in agri-food SCs and community development to address complex 
and multidisciplinary problems in agri-food SC networks. In a rapidly changing rural context, SCR 
policies and activities provide open-ended outcomes for rural community development. The 
knowledge in either single perspective is insufficient to understand the complexity. The two 
theoretical perspectives are likely to engage diverse actors and segments to accelerate changes in 
the two domains. The identification of SCR outcomes in both agri-food SCs and rural communities, 
and the processes to achieve such outcomes enable us to explore unnoticed opportunities existing in 
social actions.  
34 
 
Chapter 3 CHINA’S AGRI-FOOD SUPPLY CHAIN NETWORKS 
This chapter reviews research on China’s agri-food systems informing this study. The introduction 
section builds the context of SCR in China’s agri-food systems: achieving win-win relationships 
between agri-food SCs and rural communities. Section two and three provide a critical reflection of 
how agri-food SCs and rural communities are examined as theoretical concepts within the scholarly 
community with interests in China’s agri-food systems. The in-depth, qualitative examination of 
empirical studies helps to understand agri-food SC networks in China, which guides the appropriate 
selection of agri-food SCs-rural community nexus in this study. Section four provides an 
explanation of China’s agri-food SC networks to inform the research design in the next chapter. 
3.1 Introduction 
China’s agribusiness sector and rural communities have experienced gradual transitions from a 
socialist planned economy to a socialist market economy. A win-win relationship between agri-food 
SCs and rural communities is complex due to government interventions and the external 
environment changes. The World Bank report “Agriculture for Development” indicates that China 
is one of the transforming countries where agriculture is a small part of the economy and poverty is 
still overwhelmingly in rural areas (Mondiale 2008). Aversa (2013, p. 47) comments that “[T]he 
term socialist market economy indicates the Chinese economic structure, characterised by a mixed 
system presenting the typical features both of market and planned economies…. China has started 
restructuring a Marxist economic kind of system according to the market rules…. The gradualism 
has created a system in which private and public companies, market prices and planning prices, 
protection of private property and communist ideology, competition and state intervention, 
simultaneously coexist”. 
Despite the economic structural differences compared to that in Western countries, a more 
responsible, multifunctional and value creating agribusiness sector is often regarded by researchers 
and policy makers as an important factor influencing the sustainability of rural communities. The 
Chinese government plays a leading role in solving the “deficits” and “problems” in China’s agri-
food SC networks (Zhang 2015b; Zhang & Wu 2017a, 2017b), and the leadership mindset aimed at 
fulfilling the “needs” of the rural communities and agricultural industry derives from an event in 
2003. In that year a township officer in Hubei Province (Central China) wrote a letter to the 
previous Prime Minister Wen Jiabao stating that “Peasants (rural households) are so poor; rural 
communities are so poor; agricultural industries are so vulnerable.” Some rural areas experienced a 
variety of social unrest due to poverty and excessive tax burdens. The rural poverty is linked with 
government’s focus on secondary industry and urban development with the “agriculture supporting 
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industry” strategy (Bernstein 2015). In response to the rural crisis, the government started to exempt 
agricultural tax and increase public investments in the agricultural industry and rural communities 
to address poverty and promote social stability. The “three-dimensional rural problem” (San Nong 
Wenti 三农问题), relating to agricultural industry, rural communities and rural households, forms 
an integrated discourse officially described as the most intractable difficulty in China. The central 
government reduces community vulnerability through fiscal repayment of collective debt, abolition 
of forced liability, and provision of infrastructure and support services, which are part of an 
“industry paying back to agriculture” strategy. The government’s Number One Document4 focuses 
on strategies, policies and activities to solve the “three-dimensional rural problem” (Scott et al. 
2014). A wealth of research has been done on the function of policies, reforms, experiments, and 
discourses in promoting structural changes in both agri-food SCs and rural communities. The 
umbrella concept “three-dimensional rural problem” also offers opportunities in the transitions for 
sustainability in agri-food systems, as it contributes to blurring boundaries between public and 
private for shared benefits in both the agribusiness sectors and rural communities. 
3.2 Agri-Food Supply Chains in China  
China’s agri-food SCs have experienced an evolution from the state-controlled agri-food SC to 
hybrid agri-food SCs (Table 3-1). After the socialist transformation of agriculture in 1956, China’s 
agribusiness sector was monopolised by the state-owned enterprises in purchase and sale. In the 
planned economy system, the surplus value of agricultural production was concentrated in the hands 
of the government by measures of collective farming (Lin 1988). From 1978, the reform and 
openness policy led to sweeping changes in rural communities. The household responsibility system 
(land-tenure policy) helped the rural communities to diversify the rural economy, and select special 
crops in accordance with regional comparative advantages. From 1985, the agribusiness sector in 
China started to expand the free markets and reforms occurred in state-owned enterprises 
(McMillan et al. 1989; Lin 1992; Li & Zhang 2013). As the progressive liberalisation of retail 
foreign direct investment started in 1992, the surplus rural labourers started to seek off-farm jobs in 
South-East Costal Areas, while some rural elites started private-owned enterprises. The agribusiness 
sectors become diversified with the emergence of private-owned enterprise-led agri-food SCs. 
China’s accession to the World Trade Organisation in 2004 contributed to the consolidation of the 
                                                 
4 These Number One Documents have witnessed the reform and development in rural China, and they comprise 
establishing household responsibility system, promoting agricultural commercialisation, promoting agricultural 
organisation, promoting rural democratisation, promoting farmers’ income, improving comprehensive agricultural 
productivity, building new countryside, promoting agricultural modernisation and advancing agricultural infrastructure, 
etc. The 13th Five Year Plan (2016-2020) also gives priority to the agri-food system development.  
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agribusiness sector. International agribusinesses increased the competition in the domestic agri-food 
markets and Chinese agribusinesses started to engage in the global agri-food market 
(Wiboonpongse & Sriboonchitta 2004; Zhu 2015). 
Table 3-1 The evolution of China’s agribusiness sector and rural communities 
Background   Socialist planned 
economy 
Transitions to socialist market economy 
Time 1956 – 1985 1985 – now 1992 – now 2004 – now 
Agri-food 
supply chains 
The unified agri-food 
SCs in agribusiness 
sector that were 
monopolised by the 
state-owned 
enterprises through 
planned distribution 
The agribusiness 
sector implements the 
market-oriented 
reforms in the state-
owned enterprises 
(reforming SOE-led 
agri-food SCs).  
 
The agribusiness sector 
deregulates the control 
of the private-owned 
enterprises and 
business activities. 
(the emergence of 
farmer-led, SME-led 
agri-food SCs) 
Agri-food SCs 
become globalised 
due to the emergence 
of international 
agribusinesses and 
interactions with the 
global agri-food 
system  
Time 1956 – 1982 1978 – now 1992 – now 2003 – now 
Rural 
communities 
People’s commune 
organised the 
collective agri-food 
production through 
the hierarchical 
commune-brigade-
team system 
Village communities 
distributed the 
collective owned 
farmland into 
household owned 
contract rights and 
coordinating the 
household-based 
agri-food production. 
Diaspora community 
(surplus labour in rural 
households) seeks off-
farm jobs or migrates 
to other places for 
farming jobs as the 
government releases 
control of the 
household registration 
system for rural 
communities.  
Reconstructing 
communities by 
emerging New 
Countryside 
Construction 
movements to reduce 
the wealth gaps 
between rural areas 
and urban areas.  
Source: developed based on literature review 
In contrast to the controlling of agribusiness development in the planned economy, agribusiness is 
now regarded as an engine for poverty reduction in rural areas. Current research depicts the changes 
in agribusiness sectors through the performance of various types of agri-food SCs and their 
connections with the legal-political framework. Waldron et al. (2010) examined the beef industry in 
China and identified that the agricultural modernisation strategy contributes to a structural industrial 
sector with internal divisions from low value chain, mid value chain to high value chain. The three 
types of agri-food SCs indicate the variance of the industrial structure in evolutionary agri-food 
system of China. Schneider (2015) confirms that agricultural modernisation in China’s agri-food 
system has an ideological value, as the government commitments to agricultural modernisation are 
integrated with governments’ concerns with food quality, food productivity and equality in the 
development process (Hale 2013a). Schneider (2016) discusses the structural meanings of 
modernised agribusinesses, especially the “Dragon Head Enterprise”, in China’s agricultural 
industry from a cultural perspective. He refers to the cultural meaning of the term and indicates that 
the dragon is a symbol of power, wisdom and auspiciousness in Chinese culture. The name “Dragon 
Head Enterprise” comes from the dragon dance of festivals and holiday celebrations. In the dance, 
one performer wears a fierce dragon head, and leads others who are bent over each other to make up 
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the dragon’s body in a long line of coordinated movement. Inspired by this imagery and meaning, 
central authorities empower “Dragon Head Enterprises” as the “head” to lead rural households, and 
other less developed agri-food SCs towards agricultural industrialisation. The research links the 
development of agribusinesses with government initiatives to increase the competence of the agri-
food system, which is also a symbol of a responsible government to change the vulnerable 
situations in rural communities. In other words, “Dragon Head Enterprises” are expected to play a 
“leading” role to increase broad community welfare in China’s agri-food system (Yin & Zhang 
2012), which is aligned with the community-oriented SCR concept.  
Besides considering the economic performance of agribusinesses, the Chinese government has 
started to enhance the social and environmental performance of the agribusiness sector. The 
government commitments are aimed at the various social and environmental problems in China’s 
agri-food systems: agro-environment pollution and the increasing emigration of young labourers 
from rural areas. There is increasing research concerning sustainable commitments in the 
agribusiness sector. Scott et al. (2014) depict the ecological agriculture sector in China and 
industrial changes in the entrepreneurial farm enterprises (SME-led agri-food SCs). Their work 
concerns the agri-food certification system in China to ensure food quality and it indicates that 
SME-led agri-food SCs are integrated with goals to improve farmer livelihoods and food safety. 
Their research also links rural community development, genetically modified crops, and eco-agro-
tourism programs with the development of agri-food SCs, which reflects the diversity and 
dynamism of the agribusiness sector to integrate sustainable commitments with rural development. 
The institutional view of agri-food SCs provides a general view of the relationships with the 
government and rural communities, while the joint value creation agenda is framed under the theme 
of “alternative” agri-food SCs. 
3.3 Rural Community Development in China 
With the transformations in the legal-political framework and agribusiness sector, rural 
communities have experienced structural changes in the past several decades (Table 3-1). A range 
of research depicts the evolutionary processes of the rural community from the people’s commune, 
to the village community (Nee & Sijin 1990; Wang 2008), the diaspora community, and the New 
Countryside Construction (NCC) (Hale 2013b). The various forms of community exist in specific 
spatial and temporal contexts with different governance mechanisms in China’s agricultural 
industry. The people’s commune is governed by the commune-brigade-team system, which is based 
on cooperation, collective ownership, and equality. After Chinese rural reform of 1979, the 
commune-brigade-team system turned into “the township government – administrative village – 
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village group” system. The village community is the administrative village with several village 
groups. The village community has collective ownership in farmland and non-agricultural 
enterprises, and the village is organised through the villagers’ self-governance or grass-roots 
democracy (Wang 2008). The diaspora community refers to a socially constructed entity – the 
migrant workers (De Janvry et al. 2005; Zhu & Luo 2010). The concerns about the diaspora 
community are related to the various social issues and problems within the “vulnerable social 
groups” (Chan 2010; Frenkel & Yu 2015), as well as its social, and cultural-cognitive 
characteristics (Xu 2011). The NCC is the emerging reforms and sustainability-oriented 
experiments in rural areas that aim to optimise the infrastructure building and socio-economic 
development (Walker 2008). “New countryside” is a specific term constructed in China, which 
means a socialist community that is healthy in economic, social, cultural, environmental and 
political aspects. Researchers either criticise the limited social structure transformational effects in 
the NCC (Smith 2007) or praise the symbolic meanings of these practices (Hale 2013b). In the rural 
restructuring discourses, increasing research focuses on the functions of the professional 
cooperatives (co-ops) as a way to build social networks in promoting greater economic benefits 
(Bijman & Hu 2011; Hu et al. 2017). The research concerns economic attributes of co-op-led agri-
food SCs related to the entrepreneurial members dominating role, physical assets owned by the 
organisations, governance rules, and food quality issues (Bijman & Hu 2011). The research also 
finds that the government officers, focal actors in the agribusiness, village members and extension 
service providers have advantageous positions in acquiring government financial support for the co-
ops, but the co-ops created through the elite actors fail to deliver expected benefits to the 
community (Hu et al. 2017). 
Long et al. (2016) provide a broad picture of the socio-economic and environmental changes in 
rural communities. As rural communities have experienced fundamental structural changes, they 
give broad planning implications for the political-legal framework, policies and projects to lead 
rural community changes. They provide an “elements-structure-function” theoretical framework to 
analyse rural restructuring regarding the allocation and management of critical resources including 
human resources, land resources and capital. Their work suggests that rural territories are open 
systems with multifunctional resources for living, production, ecology and culture. Various factors, 
resources and strategies are integrated into the dynamic and diverse changes in rural communities. 
This view corresponds with an interactional view of community, as rural China is rapidly changing 
due to the embeddedness with industrialisation, urbanisation, and agricultural modernisation. Chen 
(2013) indicates that the implementation of various government projects is a new form of social 
governance in China. The projects in rural communities involve both top-down and bottom-up 
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processes, and various policies and projects contribute to dynamic development agendas and a 
complex social system in rural communities. Rogers (2014) compares the divisions of poverty 
reduction programs in four villages that are connected with the apple industry, and link village level 
practices with the macro-level fiscal system in rural China. She criticised the government’s poverty 
reduction projects and government policies “betting on the strong”, as the government prefers the 
viable villages, and poverty in rural communities is increasingly invisible and difficult to solve.  
In contrast to the perspective of the external economic transitions influencing rural community 
development, Zhang et al. (2015) propose that the distinct rural community dynamics in China are 
determined by autonomous interactions within and outside the countryside. Rural households 
promote dual-employment, the division of labour, the shift to more profitable activities in 
transportation, technical service provision and wholesale and retail market, and the expansion of 
entrepreneurial agribusiness (Zhang et al. 2015). These household development strategies drive the 
processes of social differentiation and economic stratification in rural areas (Zhang 2015a) and 
rural–urban migration (Bernstein 2015). The government is also involved in rural community 
changes, and it forms partnerships with some “new agriculture” actors to achieve its purposes of 
development (Zhang 2015a, 2015b; Zhang et al. 2015). The research also suggests that these 
internal sources of impetus to rural community sustainability are problematic, as they fail to tackle 
the conflicts between government economic development goals and social realities, between the 
livelihood choices of small farmers and the capture of resources by agribusinesses, and between 
individual benefits and collective agency (Zhang 2015a). 
Recently, research on the pathways to rural community sustainability has moved from “agriculture 
governance” strategy (Christiansen 2009; Zhang et al. 2015) to community assets based 
development, such as land assets. Zhang and Wu (2017a) and Zhang and Wu (2017b) examine the 
land commodification processes in China. They suggest that such a policy innovation mobilises the 
rural land in exchange for financial capital in urban areas, and the urban-rural integration process 
promotes the delivery of public services to fulfil the demands of physical capital, human capital and 
financial capital in rural settlements. Similarly, some researchers indicate that land consolidation 
provides a platform to manage and allocate physical, human and natural capital assets for desired 
sustainability outcomes in both agri-food SCs and rural villages (Long et al. 2016). Hence, rural 
community sustainability needs a holistic and critical perspective of both challenges and 
opportunities in the interactions between villages and agri-food SCs. 
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3.4 China’s Agri-Food Supply Chain Networks 
The various studies provide a useful empirical starting point for investigation of the more context-
specific SCR activities, interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities in China’s agri-
food system. The empirical research indicates that the Chinese agribusiness sector involves farmer-
led, SME-led, co-op-led, and SOE-led agri-food SCs that are linked with villages with uneven 
development, which are impacted by external drivers - rules of laws, government policies, civil 
regulations and social media (Figure 3-1). The multi-faceted practices, changes and challenges 
provide a holistic view of China' agri-food SC networks. Sustainability-oriented SCG involves the 
discovery of best practices in agri-food SC networks with various conflicts. Conflicts and 
contradictions are functional for sustainability, as they involve possibilities and opportunities to 
make changes. The understanding of agri-food SC networks provides the richest opportunities to 
examine coordinated actions for improved quality of life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note：SME- Small and middle enterprise; SOE- state owned enterprise. 
Figure 3-1 An explanation of China’s agri-food SC networks 
Source: synthesis from Waldron (2008), Schneider (2016), and Zhang and Pan (2013) 
The research in China’s agri-food SC networks provides promising results to examine community-
oriented SCR. Rather than separate consideration of agri-food SCs and rural communities, 
researchers have identified the interactive influence between agri-food SCs and rural communities. 
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The mutual influence relationships involve two directions of community thinking in Chinese agri-
food SC networks. The first one is the development in village communities. Most researchers 
indicate the chain level changes influence the organisations of the fragmented producers and 
poverty reduction in rural villages (Waldron et al. 2010; Zhang 2012; Scott et al. 2014), although 
they do not directly address rural community development. These studies examine direct chain level 
participation and household incomes influenced by policies and behaviours in SCs. The second type 
concerns the interface between agri-food SCs and villages. Schneider (2016) indicates the cultural-
cognitive meaning of “Dragon Head Enterprises” at organisational level, and proposes that the 
convergence of interests between agribusinesses and fragmented producers binds action to a larger, 
more inclusive modern chain. Waldron et al. (2010) provide initial theoretical efforts to examine the 
role of agribusinesses at the network level to influence various chains in the industry, and the 
network-wide mutually influential processes suggest potential linkages among various agri-food 
SCs. While the “network of chains” provides a greater context to understand the vertical and 
horizontal connectivity between rural communities and agri-food SCs, there is much more about 
these linkages remain unexplained and unexplored. Hence, there is a considerable need to examine 
the “network of agri-food SC and rural communities”, a generalised community structure 
concerning the state of rural communities and agri-food SCs influenced by continuous interactions 
with policies, activities, and sustainability commitments in agri-food systems, which suggests 
multidirectional opportunities in SCR to create shared benefits. 
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Chapter 4 METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN  
This chapter discusses the methodology and the research design to answer the four research 
questions. It is structured into five sections. The first section describes the research philosophy of 
the study. The second section presents the multiple case study approach to tackle the research 
questions. The third section discusses the methods in data collection and summaries of the research 
design. The methods of data analysis are detailed in the fourth section. The fifth section deals with 
validity, reliability and ethics. 
4.1 Research Philosophy 
Pragmatism is the research paradigm that underpins the research. The classical American 
pragmatists Peirce, James, Dewey and Mead (1934) provide the foundations for the philosophy of 
pragmatism. Rejecting the view that concept and action, mind and body, are ontologically distinct, 
the pragmatists argued that the function of concept is to guide action in the service of solving 
practical problems that arise in the course of life. Rather than subordinate “theory” to 
“epistemology”, pragmatism places conceptualisation at the centre of inquiry, developing a 
systematic approach to understand the social fabric and diversity. It avoids the reduction of 
concepts. The pragmatist philosophy guides social inquiry through a key unit of analysis - social 
practices. 
Pragmatism utilises the strengths of various theories to effectively address research problems. It 
allows for the mutual adaptation of conceptual frameworks, field of research, and empirical 
findings. The pragmatist tradition implies that the process of research is a continuous dialogue, 
which highlights the need for stimulating integrative research while at the same time maintaining a 
plurality of perspectives. It stresses the importance of epistemology and the centrality of one’s 
worldviews as valuable contributions to desired outcomes in a place, which gives a priority to the 
usefulness rather than truthfulness of a theory in creating “shared meanings and joint action”. The 
pragmatic approach draws on two elements: the recognition of knowledge generation as a social and 
discursive activity, and the orientation of research toward the generation of useful knowledge. 
Pragmatism takes its departure from acting or practice in context. Rather than accepting the 
operational definition of concepts, the pragmatic approach requires constantly adjusting the 
concepts to meanings in social action. Hence, pragmatism not only provides SCR and SCG related 
“knowledge” about actions to achieve community sustainability, but also helps to predict and 
control a variety of extreme circumstances (Shannon-Baker 2015). 
Agri-food SCs, SCR and community sustainability have socially constructed characteristics, which 
can involve multiple views consisting of differing ontological, epistemological, and methodological 
43 
 
assumptions. Chain actors discursively construct their experience in the agri-food SC networks, and 
the process of individual and collective sense-making has a historical and socio-cultural dimension. 
Collecting more situational information through a form of methodological pluralism could lead to 
desirable and feasible recommendations on SCG, thus optimising institutional arrangements for 
agri-food SCs and community development. A pragmatic perspective also provides a very powerful 
justification for the validity of the interpretation. The interpretative approach encourages actors in 
the dialogue to consider, expand on, or explore the claims made by others to broaden the collective 
understanding of the problem. The interpretative position will view an agri-food SC network in a 
village or a place as a multiplicity of realities with multiple relationships among its various 
dimensions. Hence, a pragmatic approach is useful for its capacity to maintain multiple, often 
contradictory, conceptions of reality when considering the complex “facts” in agri-food SC 
networks. 
4.2 Case Study Approach 
Case study methodology is widely used to understand complex social phenomena, such as business 
responsibility and community development. The understanding of case study methodology and the 
adoption of case study methods are different for various research purposes. A case study, as defined 
by Yin (2014, p. 16), “is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the 
case) in-depth within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon 
and context may not be clearly evident. It copes with the technically distinct situation in which there 
will be many more variables of interest than data points, and as one result relies on multiple sources 
of evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulating fashion, and as another result benefits 
from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis”. In this 
definition, “case” is a contemporary social phenomenon, and the case study method allows the 
investigator to seek the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events. 
A case study approach is adopted in this research, as the research questions are descriptive and 
exploratory (Yin 2014). The case study provides detailed, in-depth description of characteristics and 
interactional process between agri-food SCs and producers’ communities, which helps to develop 
new insight and understanding in complex areas of SCR practice. In order to improve the potential 
generalisation of findings, this study adopts a multiple-case study design. Yin (2014) argues that a 
replication design, selecting cases that are expected to produce similar results or produce different 
results for a predictable reason, increases the robustness of the findings. The replication logic 
through a multiple-case design provides external validation for the findings. Within a common 
theoretical ground, the analytical generalisations allow case comparisons for theory-generating.  
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This study draws on an embedded case study design (Yin 2014) to consider the agri-food SC and 
rural community simultaneously. The multiple cases concern two crop products: rice and vegetable, 
and the embedded cases consider various types of agri-food SCs associated with those crops and 
villages linked to those SCs (or rural communities). In other words, various types of agri-food SCs 
linked with these crops are the first level of embedded unit of analysis, and the rural villages is the 
second level of embedded unit of analysis.  
4.2.1 The multiple cases: rice and vegetable crops 
Rice and vegetable crops have been purposely chosen as they are suitable for a comparative study 
of sectoral differences in interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities (Table 4-1). 
Rice is a relatively low-value crop with government subsidies for rural households. Furthermore, 
the rice SCs are long chains with procurement, processing, and long distance transportation. The 
separated market linkages involved pose challenges for brand building and value creation due to 
difficulties in agro-environment protection and the information flow. 
In contrast, fresh vegetables are non-traditional, high-value crops that are quite perishable, subject 
to price fluctuation, risk prone, and dynamic. They illustrate the potential for agricultural 
diversification and production due to changes in dietary habits and increased health awareness in 
the Chinese population. The fresh vegetable SCs are usually short and do not involve any 
processing, and the rural households are not supported with subsidies. They are characterised by 
innovative ways of production with the involvement of agribusinesses. In the vegetable sector, 
agribusinesses seek to increase the coordination across the whole chain, such as through contract 
farming (Zhang & Aramyan 2009), and they face challenges to engage the rural households. 
Table 4-1 Differences between rice and vegetable SCs 
 Rice  Vegetable  
Value of the crop Relatively low-value  Relatively high-value  
Nature of the chain  Government subsidies for rural 
households 
No government subsidies for rural 
households 
Length of the chain Long chain with procurement, 
processing and transportation  
Short chains with middle men or 
directly to the market  
Rice and vegetables are two main crops with widespread production at village and regional levels 
that contribute to public health and economic development. Although the product attribute 
differences may lead to different level of geographical distance, transactional frequency, and 
information transparency among chain actors, the differences between the products have similar 
influence on the production patterns, production scales and chain processes in various types of agri-
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food SCs. The sectoral distinctiveness suggests a specific context for various chain actors to solve 
challenges and create shared value. Hence, the creation of product value involves a system that is 
embedded within agricultural industry, community characteristics, and chain level capabilities. 
4.2.2 The embedded unit of analysis: agri-food SCs and villages 
In each crop, agri-food SCs and producers’ community are two embedded units of analysis. The 
embedded sampling procedure chose agri-food SCs and villages to represent the “most important” 
or “most typical” situations in crop production. Specifically, three types of agri-food SCs and two 
producers’ communities (villages) have been chosen for each commodity to represent variations in 
relationships between SCs and producers’ community. For agri-food SCs, the attention to farmer-
led, co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs, associated with those crops, reflected the variation of 
activities, policies and successes to promote transitions to sustainability in a sectoral context. At the 
village level, one well-developed village and one less well-developed village were chosen to reflect 
the “extreme” examples in a case. The village was defined as an administrative village5 with a clear 
spatial boundary. Hence, agri-food SCs and producers’ community defined the “boundaries” of the 
case. 
The holistic view of agri-food SCs and rural communities fulfils the research purpose to find ways 
to solve shared challenges, as sustainability requires innovations and changes in the course of 
development to include different actors rather than only the advantaged ones. Blumer (1980) 
indicates that the case selection strategies allow for a reconsideration of the theoretical constitution, 
scope and utility of the concept in the studies. Moreover, Welch et al. (2016) argue that selected 
cases should provide the richest opportunity for questioning existing assumptions about how 
concepts are constituted and the empirical situations to which they should be applied. They indicate 
that careful attention to initial case selection allows an open inquiry towards concept construction. 
Hence, the embedded case design is interactive, as each component (either agri-food SCs or 
villages) influences other components, and the designed case (the agri-food SCs and linked villages) 
could be changed by interactions with the context in which the study is conducted (Maxwell 2012). 
4.2.3 Rationale for case study area selection 
The study location is purposively selected based on three criteria: (1) it is a key agricultural area 
with ongoing potential for improved agri-food SCs; (2) it has a policy environment that addresses 
                                                 
5 Administrative villages serve as a fundamental organisational unit for the rural population (census, mail system) in 
China. Village community is not a formal jurisdictional unit within the Chines system of government, but it is not 
informal like the West. It has defined boundaries, collective resource ownership and designated leaders (one per 
village). 
46 
 
sustainability challenges regarding economic development, social equity, and issues on agro-
environment; and (3) the public and the private sectors are both involved in SCR strategy. 
(1) Key agricultural area with ongoing potential for improved agri-food SCs 
Wuhan, the capital city of Hubei Province, is chosen as the main study area (Figure 4-1). It has a 
total population of 10 million and its GDP in 2016 was 1190 billion RMB. Its approximate 
geographical coordinates are 30°N 115°E, dominated by a humid subtropical monsoon climate with 
total annual rainfall average between 1,150 and 1,450 mm. In the total 8,494 square kilometres, 
82% of the farmland is relatively flat plain and water and lakes constitute approximately one-fourth 
of the areas (2,118 sqkm). Located at the convergence of the navigable Han River and Yangtze 
River, the rural area of Wuhan has a beneficial landscape and extensive irrigation system. It is one 
of the key agri-food production areas in China, which is called the “bowl of rice and fish” with 
great development potential in the agri-food industry. Furthermore, because of its key role in the 
domestic transportation, Wuhan is sometimes referred to as the “Chicago of China”, and is the 
economic centre of China’s hinterland since the liberalisation of the market system. Wuhan has 
long been a shipping, rail, and highway hub between northern and southern China and the coastal 
cities and western China. Therefore agricultural products in Wuhan can access China’s domestic 
market more quickly and easily than other areas.  
 
Figure 4-1 Location of the study area - Wuhan, Central China 
Source: Yang et al. (2015) 
(2) An enabling policy environment to solve sustainability challenges 
The Chinese government has growing commitments to enact and implement policies to drive 
sustainability. In its 11th Five-Year Plan (2006–2010), the government put forth the idea that China 
should pursue a more “harmonious society”, balancing economic development and environmental 
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and social sustainability. The plan set major environmental goals for energy use, water use, and 
sulphur dioxide (Marquis et al. 2011b). In the 12th Five-Year Plan (2011 to 2015), the government 
set aggressive new goals for reducing major air, water, and soil pollutants. The plan also identified 
several strategic emerging industries for development, including “new energy” and “energy 
efficient and environmental technologies”. These plans have been creatively transformed into 
programs and experiments in local areas to seek ecological modernisation, circular economy, 
ecological agriculture and other specific goals in sustainability. In the recent 13th Five-Year Plan 
(2016–2020), the government sets goals of social sustainability, including balanced development, 
inclusive (or shared) development and innovative development within and between regions. It seeks 
to deepen the efforts for poverty reduction, strengthening education and practices for ecological 
protection, and improving institutional arrangements for sustainability. 
Under the theme of sustainable development, the “Environmental friendly and resource saving 
society construction of Wuhan City Circle” (Wuhan and eight neighbouring cities) was initiated as 
one of China’s national experimental programs in 2008. Wuhan’s agri-food industry represents a 
significant new direction in ecological modernisation and the pursuit of “Green GDP”. The forging 
of state-led ecological modernisation programs originates from a policy paradigm on sustainable 
development and multifunctional agriculture. Multi-functionality is a key principle of sustainability 
in agricultural and various rural community practices, from which efforts has emerged to explore 
sustainable agriculture and rural development in Wuhan. According to the interview with municipal 
government officers, multi-functionality constitutes four sub-systems of a comprehensive agri-food 
system.  
First, it focuses on the economic system (shengchan, 生产) to improve production capabilities in 
terms of quality and quantity. It stresses building a sustainable peri-urban (local) agri-food system 
for rapid urbanisation. Growing agri-food in or near peri-urban areas can more effectively deliver 
food to people and reduce the environmental costs of agriculture, especially the costs involved in 
transporting food. Another key factor is related to technical improvements and energy (chemical 
input) use in peri-urban horticulture production, which is required to ensure the environmental 
sustainability of this important sector for the metropolitan area of the city. 
Secondly, it stresses the social system (shenghuo, 生活) to improve welfare for both rural and urban 
residents. Specifically, it concerns chain actors’ benefits in terms of improved rural livelihood and 
food quality for consumers. The agri-food industry involves government initiatives and political 
responsibility for the overall development of the countryside, which is also a way to promote the 
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integrated development of urban and rural areas. In this context, the provision of amenities and 
recreational facilities (agro-tourism) is also increasingly emphasized in new policy initiatives. 
Thirdly, it aims at building a healthy agro-ecology (shengtai, 生态) system, and further integrating 
this with city ecological planning. Land and water are the most precious natural resources in 
agriculture-dependent communities. However, production-oriented human action after the Green 
Revolution causes an ever-increasing decline in their quality and value. Government policies in 
Wuhan have shifted to reduce land degradation, and now employ strategies to improve the 
sustainability of land use. Meanwhile, the urban expansion reduces the stocks of farmland, wetland, 
and natural environment. An agro-ecology system will be a complementary part of the ecological 
city to provide a healthy, safe, and liveable environment, as well as solving new challenges in 
public health and safety. 
Fourthly, it concerns protecting a traditional cultural system (nonggeng wenhua, 农耕文化) in 
China, especially material and non-material legacies. The rural place is a supplier of a rural quality 
of life, a gatekeeper of prosperous rural culture. Peri-urban agriculture shoulders the mission of 
involving urban residents in nature and protecting vital capital assets stocks in the farming 
communities. Therefore, agri-food SC upgrading concerns the distribution and reallocation of 
tangible and intangible resources to enable farming communities remain viable. 
(3) The involvement of the public and the private sectors in SCR strategy 
The selected research area has a vision to create shared value for both agri-food SCs and rural 
communities. According to a government report6, 276 agribusinesses are competing for the 
promising agri-food markets, and the government seeks to upgrade the agricultural industry. 
Additionally, it is one of the more important education areas in China with hundreds of universities, 
research institutes and centres, which provide R&D support for the agricultural industry.  
4.3 Methods of Data Collection 
Four months of fieldwork (from 1 March 2015 to 3 July 2015) were undertaken to understand the 
rice and vegetable cases. The fieldwork involved three research stages. The first stage of fieldwork 
was undertaken in the rice case from 1 March to 15 May 2015. The second stage focused on the 
vegetable case from 20 May to 7 June 2015. The third stage involved complementary fieldwork, 
                                                 
6 The notice on the list of the state-supported agribusinesses (Dragon Head Enterprises) in Wuhan (关于公布农业产业
化市级重点龙头企业名单的通知),Wuhan Agricultural Bureau, 
http://www.wuhanagri.gov.cn/government/new_wenzhang.asp?NewsID=95778, accessed 14 August 2016 
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from 7 June to 3 July, to enrich the background information of the rice and vegetable sectors, 
consolidate the data and verify the information in the two case studies.  
This study adopted multiple methods of data collection to examine two embedded units of analysis 
–agri-food SCs and villages in each case. The studies of villages aimed at addressing RQ1 and RQ3 
related to the understanding of the effects of agri-food SCs on rural community development and 
the particular ways that they influence rural communities. The studies of agri-food SCs aimed at 
addressing RQ2 and RQ4 through the understanding of sustainability capabilities in various types of 
rice and vegetable SCs in order to improve rural community development and reflections of the 
interactions between agri-food SCs and villages. This section presents methods of data collection to 
fulfil three purposes: (1) to gain an understanding of the overall crop production and the attached 
agri-food SCs (scoping), (2) the studies of villages through capital assets, and (3) the studies of agri-
food SCs through sustainability capabilities. 
4.3.1 Scoping 
Wuhan has direct jurisdiction over thirteen districts, among which seven are central districts with 
prosperous business, industry and education, and six are suburban and rural districts (Figure 4-1). 
Both rice and vegetable cases fall in Jiangxia District of Wuhan. Jiangxia District has a total 
population of 588,900 and 376,100 of the population have rural origins. Agricultural industry 
makes up a 19.41% share of GDP compared with 41.86% and 32.73% in the industry and services 
sectors. The agricultural industry has moved towards upgrading the horticulture industry (including 
vegetables and flowers), rice industry, fishery, and agro-tourism industry. The study location 
provided the richest available information to understand the phenomenon of the interactions 
between agri-food SCs and rural communities, and transitions for sustainability. The restructuring 
rice and vegetable industries had various types of agri-food SCs and uneven development within 
villages in this district. Moreover, Jiangxia District, one of the most economically developed peri-
urban districts of Wuhan, is a dynamic region with rapid urbanisation, industrialisation, and 
agricultural modernisation, and the economic restructuring seeks to promote sustainable 
development of agri-food SCs and villages. For instance, it was one of the pilot districts of the 
national food safety programs, integrated poverty reduction programs, and New Countryside 
Construction programs to promote development of agri-food SCs and rural communities. 
(1) Walking-the-chain observation and interview 
This study adopted the walking-the-chain observation and interview approach to select typical agri-
food SCs and villages in the rice and vegetable sectors. The walking-the-chain approach is a rapid 
SC appraisal (Collins & Dunne 2007). In this approach, the researchers quickly scope the 
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performance of the whole SC in sufficient detail, which ensures that subsequent activities are 
focused on the critical elements of the research problem. The core methods include “key informant 
interviews”, “structured direct observations”, “focus group interviews”, “community interviews”, 
and “informal surveys”. In this study, the guided and open-ended interviews and observation were 
adopted to understand the sectoral diversities of rice and vegetable, especially mapping important 
chain processes, SC structures and coordination mechanisms. The walking-the-chain approach 
helped to understand the rice and vegetable SCs in the study location through key chain actors in 
agri-food SCs – farmers in the village, collectors, wholesalers, retailers and consumers, as well as 
supporting actors - input suppliers, technical service providers, and the government. A SC is an 
approach to understand the phenomenon of product flows among any actors, including small 
farmers, co-ops and agribusinesses. It provided an overview of the systematic processes in the 
industry regarding the agri-food SCs.  
Questions 
Based on the general understanding produced by the walking-the-chain, I used in-depth interviews 
with informed government officers to obtain information on (1) policies and strategies for 
sustainable development in rural communities, and (2) the overall sustainability commitments for 
the rice and vegetable industries in the study location (Appendix 1). 
Procedures 
The walking-the-chain approach helped to make judgements before, during, and after sampling 
about what to sample and how to use the sample in making claims from this research. Relevant 
stakeholders, including township government officers, district government officers and municipal 
government officers related to the study locations, provided complementary information about the 
agribusiness sector, such as government plans, programs and measures to leverage various capital 
assets and farmers’ capabilities. The widespread assessment and insights from the “insiders” 
provided signals to explore the complexity of the interactional processes. It fulfilled an applied 
orientation directed at improving practices in the holistic agribusiness sectors of rice and vegetables, 
as the sustainability capabilities derived from cross-level factors and cross-level contexts ranging 
from household, regional to even some global agri-food market factors. 
The structuring of the interviews largely depended on the flow of information. Additional issues 
were discussed and data collected as the interviews progressed. Snowball sampling was used to 
seek a coherent and comprehensive understanding of the agribusiness sector and performance in 
specific types of agri-food SC. Through this technique, migrant farmers, extension service 
providers, entrepreneurial university students (engaged in water and fertiliser saving farming 
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facilities experiments) and academics were involved to provide complementary information. The 
themes and signals that emerged from the walking-the-chain process guided the selection of villages 
and agri-food SCs. It generated a list of several potential case study locations that could be used to 
understand the rice and vegetable cases for the research purposes. 
Sampling 
In the rice case, the desk research helped me to select the Fasi township as the main research 
location for the rice SC network. According to the secondary information from newspapers, the 
social media and the internet, Fasi township has a municipal level Dragon Head Enterprise with a 
geographical trademark on rice, and several modern rice mills. Moreover, it used to be one of the 
main rice production areas in China, and has tens of villages in rice production. A pilot study was 
adopted to understand the rice SC network in Fasi Township. In contrast to the secondary 
information, the Dragon Head Enterprise was now out of business for many financial reasons. The 
walking-the-chain processes identified six SME-led rice mills, two co-op-led rice mill and one 
farmer-led rice mills in the township, and it also generated a list of potential villages suitable for the 
units of the study. Based on observations, pilot interviews and discussions with local village 
committees and villagers in the following two weeks, QF village was identified as the most well-
developed village regarding the social, economic and environmental aspects, as it had some 
synergic attributes in rice production, rice processing, and community development potentials. In 
order to make comparisons on village level attributes, XH village in the neighbouring Jinkou 
township was chosen because it faces environmental and social challenges in rice production. These 
two villages, within a realistic travel distance, had horizontal and vertical connections, and also 
provided rich qualitative data collection and opportunities for cross-verification of data in rural 
development. 
In the vegetable case, the desk research helped me to select CJ village in Jinkou township as one 
village for sampling, as it has a Dragon Head Enterprise and several SMEs in the neighbouring 
villages. The walking-the-chain process identified that the vegetable SCs in CJ village had evolved 
from large-scale corporate-led farming to small-scale organised household farming. This village 
was incorporated into farmer-led vegetable SCs and co-op-led vegetable SCs. DL village in the Fasi 
township was chosen to compare village attributes. DL village had moved from the small-scale 
household farming to the large-scale corporate-led vegetable farming. The processes had reshaped 
the village level landscape and its economic foundation. In addition, these two villages (CJ and DL) 
in two neighbouring townships not only fulfilled research purposes, but also helped to check 
transparency and consistency of data. 
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4.3.2 Studies of villages (for capital assets) 
For the purposes to understand the dynamic and complex village changes, this study uses the 
community capitals framework (CCF) as a tool to gain a comprehensive understanding of inputs 
and impacts of agri-food SCs on village changes. In the CCF, various capital assets in the village 
are seen as interdependent, interactive and synergistic with resources in agri-food SCs, and the 
stock and flow of capital assets determines a community’s prosperity (Emery & Flora 2006; 
Donoghue & Sturtevant 2007). The CCF has shortcomings related to its ambiguity in placing each 
capital asset, but it also has various merits. Firstly, the CCF is a flexible approach to understand 
dynamic and multi-faceted community situations through different categories of capitals. The 
versatile approach provides a way to adapt to a set of complex and nonlinear analytical contexts. 
Secondly, the analysis process has sufficient transparency, as the framework is open and ready for 
readers’ own re-judgment and re-analysis (Segnestam 2009). Thirdly, the division into different 
types of capitals simplifies and highlights implicit social structures and resource allocation 
mechanisms in the communities. It implicitly indicates various elements related to community 
sustainability can be considered with economic growth, social equity and the conservation of the 
natural resource base.  
Community capital assets in villages involve complex processes of interactions among village 
members, and interactions with the government, agri-food SCs and other stakeholders. In order to 
reflect the holistic village changes, the data on capital assets affected by agri-food SCs was 
collected through in-depth interviews with village key informants and householders.  
(1) In-depth interviews with informed people 
The purpose of in-depth interviews was to understand the village level development processes, such 
as village history, the connections with the government, and internal dynamics. The information 
was collected from village leaders and group members from the village committee. 
Sampling 
The respondents were selected through a snowball technique and recruitment continued until no 
new information emerged. There were 6, 3, 6, 7 in-depth interviews with key informants (including 
the village leaders, village group leaders and other members in the village committees) in QF, XH, 
CJ and DL villages respectively. As the studies in QF village provided a foundation to understand 
the village development patterns under a similar institutional context, the XH village had fewer in-
depth interviews than in QF village. 
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Questions 
The questions in the in-depth interviews included three aspects: (1) village development progress 
including economic, social, environmental and cultural changes; (2) village level rice/vegetable 
industries’ development; (3) rice/vegetable industries’ impacts on villages’ capital assets and village 
development visions (Appendix 2). The in-depth interviews not only examined the situations in the 
village, but also explored how and why the changes happened.  
Procedures  
The studies of village through in-depth interviews were conducted face-to-face in locations that 
were determined by the participants so as to ensure their ease and comfort. The purpose of the study 
was explained and the interviewee was informed that the interview would be recorded with a voice 
recorder. The interviews followed topic guides but with a changeable sequence and focus. Follow-
ups and probes were used as appropriate to encourage participants to clarify their statements or 
elaborate the emerging information. Each interview was concluded with an open-ended question 
that encouraged participants to discuss topics of their interest that had not yet been discussed. The 
in-depth interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. The data was summarised through an 
interview diary and the researcher’s field notes of self-reflection and to provide extra evidence for 
subsequent data cross-validation. Some respondents were provided gifts according to customs in the 
study areas. The four villages had similar procedures of data collection. 
(2) Household interviews with farmers 
Household semi-structured interviews had two purposes. Firstly, to understand household level 
capital assets and their engagement in agri-food SCs. They provided a comprehensive picture of 
interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities, especially rural households. Secondly, 
the household interviews were used to verify the data from in-depth interviews with the village 
leaders and group members. This helped to reduce the possible bias in viewpoints on the 
community capital assets caused by different power positions in the village. 
Sampling  
By consultation with local informants and using the snow-ball technique, the household 
interviewees were selected within the village boundaries to reflect holistic and diverse situations of 
the village. The four villages had the same procedures to conduct 25, 27, 27, 23 household 
interviews respectively. 
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Questions 
The household interviews with farmers examined three aspects: (1) general information of 
producers; (2) the characteristics of agri-food SCs that involved the producers; (3) the perceptions 
of changes in capital assets related to the agri-food SCs (Appendix 3).  
Procedures 
The instruments for household interviews were pretested with ten interviewees in XH village, and 
the pilot study helped to revise the instruments according to the feedback. Household interviews 
provided a quick scope of village level capital assets and a general description of farmers’ 
experience in and impacts of agri-food SCs. The household interviews were conducted at farmers’ 
houses through face-to-face communication. Each interview lasted between 30 to 60 minutes. The 
interviewees in the household interviews were given small gifts. 
4.3.3 Studies of agri-food SCs (for sustainability capabilities) 
Sustainability capabilities in agri-food SCs involve their production capacity, adaptive capability 
and innovative capability (Möller & Törrönen 2003) that are affected by individual, household, 
community, industry, and regional contexts. For the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural 
communities, structural, relational, and cognitive dimensions of social capital are significant for 
capability building (Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1997). The sustainability capabilities of agri-food SCs can 
be initiated by many factors, including various activities, processes, relationships, the industrial 
environment, organisational resources, and skills of actors. The capability approach indicates that 
chain actors are active agents with valuable resources to shape institutional conditions. In this study, 
the capability approach is also chosen to pursue shared value creation potential and competence 
among both disadvantaged actors and advantaged actors (Möller 2006). The evaluation of 
sustainability capabilities of SCs implicitly involves an analysis of the supporting actors (such as 
input suppliers, technical service providers, and the government etc.), as they influence chain level 
performance. The convergence of interests and sustainability capability provides insights and 
implications into desirable changes for various agri-food SCs, such as the access to resources, 
mobilisation of resources and collaboration.  
(1) In-depth interviews with key informants 
The in-depth interviews in agri-food SCs sought to understand sustainability capabilities in various 
types of rice and vegetable SCs. The in-depth interviews focused on the key informants in farmer-
led, co-op-led, and SME-led agri-food SCs in the rice and vegetable sectors. Meanwhile, some 
employees in SME-led rice and vegetable SCs were interviewed to understand their wellbeing and 
involvement in the agribusiness sector. 
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Sampling 
The selection of agri-food SCs mainly used purposive sampling to reflect the agribusiness sectors of 
rice and vegetable in the study location. It combined rigour, relevance and pragmatic thinking to 
understand SCR processes in the local agribusiness context. The “snowball sampling” strategy was 
used to select respondents who understand the various issues in the agribusiness sector of rice and 
vegetable agri-food SCs. Initial participants were recruited according to the theoretical framework 
and research purpose, after which the researcher asked these initial participants to recommend other 
participants. There were three criteria to select participants from each type of targeted respondents: 
(1) participants were required to have connections with the target villages and rice SCs; (2) 
participants outside the village boundaries ought to have some insights into the overall rural 
community development and rice industry development in current institutional contexts; (3) the 
snowball techniques were used until no new information emerged about the selected SCR 
discourses and the whole agri-food SC networks. These three criteria helped to guarantee the 
relatively high quality of the research participants, who provided rich explanations and credible 
results.  
The studies of agri-food SCs in the rice case involved 26 in-depth interviews with farmer-led, co-
op-led and SME-led rice SCs and other related chain actors, which depicted the agribusiness sector 
in rice over a long period of evolution. The studies of agri-food SCs in the vegetable case has 35 in-
depth interviews with farmer-led, co-op-led and SME-led vegetable SCs and other related chain 
actors, which represented emerging capitalist revolutions in the agribusiness sector with rich and 
complex connection with the broader regional context. The SME-led vegetable SC in DL village 
yielded limited information on its operations and the underlying complexity. Although the studies 
concern a vegetable SC linked to a village, the study expanded to the regional level (the 
geographical context) to understand the complexity of interactions between village and vegetable 
SCs in the study location. Based on the snowball technique and desk-work, four SMEs were 
selected as a complementary source of data to consolidate the information on the SME-led 
vegetable SC in DL village. To be relevant to the SME-led vegetable SC context, the selected 
agribusinesses had similar operating size, production systems and economic operating constraints, 
as they were located in Wuhan’s geographical domain and had operated more than five years. 
Furthermore, these agribusinesses were embedded in different rural communities, which showed 
their commitments to engage in rural community development. A uniform data collection procedure 
was adapted, allowing room for case-specific features. The four extra SME-led vegetable SCs also 
contributed as a validation step to see if the selected case was typical. The complementary SME-led 
vegetable SCs enabled a holistic understanding of the regional horticulture industry, which helped 
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to explain the unexpected phenomenon in the DL village. For instance, the modern SME-led 
vegetable SCs were expected to improve households’ livelihoods, while rural households in DL 
village had limited exposure to and engagement in the vegetable farming. 
Questions 
The key informants’ in-depth interviews examined (1) the general information of agri-food SCs, 
such as business activities, histories, markets, and competitive/network position development 
strategies for economic, social and environmental aspects (how agri-food SCs were built, shaped 
and reproduced over time and space); (2) the structure of various agri-food SCs, such as product 
flow, information flow, financial flows, and relationships; and (3) chain level sustainability 
capabilities drawing from CSR data generated from food chain by a participatory study (Forsman-
Hugg et al. 2013), with a focus on SC and rural community relationships (Appendix 4).  
Procedures 
A pilot study for in-depth interviews was conducted in three rice agribusinesses and the instruments 
were revised. Advice was obtained from local researchers, local government leaders, company 
managers and community members. The pilot study minimised the errors and biases in a study, as 
well as helping to establish the truthfulness, credibility and believability of findings (Neuman & 
Neuman 2006). Based on the pilot study, the topic guides were revised. 
Most of the in-depth interviews in various types of agri-food SCs were conducted face-to-face in 
locations that were determined by the participants so as to ensure their ease and comfort. Three 
telephone interviews were conducted. The purpose of the study was explained and the interviewee 
was informed that the interview would be recorded with a voice recorder. The interviews followed 
topic guides but with a changeable sequence and focus. Follow-ups and probes were used as 
appropriate to encourage participants to clarify their statements or elaborate the emerging 
information. Each interview was concluded with an open-ended question that encouraged 
participants to discuss topics of their interest that had not been discussed. The in-depth interviews 
lasted between 90 and 150 minutes, while three interviews required two to three sessions to 
complete the information. The data was summarised through an interview diary and the researcher’s 
field notes of self-reflection, which provided extra evidence for subsequent data cross-validation. 
Some respondents were provided gifts according to conventions in the study areas and 
organisations. 
(2) Focus group discussions 
A focus group discussion (FGD) is a small group discussion concentrating on a particular topic and 
facilitated by a researcher (Tonkiss 2004), which helps to explore the ‘insider perspectives’ in the 
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agribusiness sector. The FGDs aimed at enriching and validating the information related to RQ1 
and RQ2 and providing reflections on RQ3 and RQ4.  
Sampling 
In total, eight FGDs were carried out in this study. In the rice case, four FGDs were employed 
among selected actors across XH and QF villages and various rice SCs. One group consisted of rice 
producers that were associated with various types of rice SCs. The other group consisted of rice 
brokers and co-op members. There were two groups for women villagers, one in each village. In the 
vegetable case, four FGDs were used in CJ and DL villages and their linked vegetable SCs. One 
group consisted of village members with knowledge about the village and the changes in the 
horticultural industry, while the other group involved actors in the co-op-led and SME-led vegetable 
SCs. The other two groups were held among women villagers, one in each village. Each FGD had 
five to seven people. 
Questions 
The FGDs discussed (1) the impacts of rice and vegetable SCs on rural livelihood changes and 
community development; (2) the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities, 
including what enabling factors (like motivations, strategies, problems, and technological resources) 
impel SC actors to embark on community development projects7, what are the obstacles that hinder 
the organisations from engaging in rural community development initiatives; (3) how they see the 
supply chain-rural community relationships (Appendix 5). The process helped identify how chain 
actors make sense of the possible effects of their own and other agri-food SCs’ actions on 
community sustainability and how they value what happens in their relationships with villages. 
Procedures 
In the rice case, the FGDs were organised through a name list generated during the fieldwork. In 
household interviews and in-depth interviews, the interviewees were asked if they were willing to 
engage in further discussion, and names and telephone numbers of willing interviewees with 
potentials to enrich the information were recorded. In the vegetable case, the FGDs in CJ village 
were organised with the assistance of the village committee. The FGDs in DL village were formed 
by suggestions and the organisation of local farmers. Each FGD opened with a general description 
                                                 
7 According to related research, there are at least four important factors impelling SC actors to embark on community 
development projects: (1) obtaining competitive advantage; (2) maintaining a stable working environment; (3) 
managing external perceptions; (4) keeping employees happy. This list is by no means exhaustive and other drivers may 
be added according to focus group interviews. 
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of the research purposes. The researcher played as a facilitator to discuss related issues, which 
lasted 50-60 minutes.  
(3) Secondary data  
Secondary data was collected both before and after the fieldwork to provide complementary 
information on the agribusiness sectors in rice and vegetables. Archives (historical documents), 
newspapers, NGO reports and government documents were used to provide complementary 
information for the other methods. The first purpose was to understand the specific historical 
context of selected villages in the transitional ages. Another purpose was to set solid foundation on 
understanding the broad context of the industry development and the SC dynamics. The 
nontechnical literature may yield diverse sorts of data which may be used as validation. For 
instance, secondary data from the internet and books was a good source to obtain the “professional” 
knowledge of the agribusiness sector, such as rice and vegetable production and processing. 
4.3.4 Summary of the research design 
The multiple-case approach in this study was aimed at identifying variations among the cases. Each 
case had a consistent data collection method to explore two embedded units of analysis - agri-food 
SCs and villages. Due to the variation in villages and agri-food SCs, the data collection also 
retained some flexibility to consider the dynamic and complex interactional processes in an 
embedded unit of analysis. As shown in Table 4-2, there were three sources of data from the 
multiple actors in the rice SC networks. There were nine in-depth interviews to gain detailed data 
about QF and XH villages. Fifty-two household interviews were carried out in the villages in order 
to understand the impacts of agri-food SCs on farming households and their connections with agri-
food SCs and communities. Twenty-six in-depth interviews were conducted with key informants to 
explore various rice SCs and the context. Four FGDs were used to examine the impacts and 
processes of interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities. 
Table 4-2 The composition of sample in the rice case study 
 
Rice case study participants 
Method of data collection 
In-depth 
interviews 
Household interviews Focus group 
discussions 
Villages  QF village’s key informants  6 25 2 
XH village’s key informants  3 27 2 
 
 
Rice SCs  
 
 
Farmer-led rice SCs’ actors 5 - - 
Co-op-led rice SCs’ actors 3 - - 
SME-led rice SCs’ actors 3 - - 
Workers in the SME-led rice mills 5 - - 
Government officers 6 - - 
Extension service providers 2 - - 
Input suppliers 2 - - 
Total  35 52 4 
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As shown in Table 4-3, the data on villages and vegetable SCs were collected from multiple actors 
in the vegetable case. Six and seven in-depth interviews were conducted with key informants in CJ 
and DL villages to understand the community changes respectively. The vegetable farming 
household interviews were carried out in CJ (27 households) and DL village (23 households). The 
information about the agribusiness sector was collected through 35 in-depth interviews with key 
informants in vegetable SCs. There were four FGDs to understand the interactions between the two 
villages and linked vegetable SCs. 
Table 4-3 The composition of sample in the vegetable case study 
 
Vegetable case study participants  
Method of data collection 
In-depth 
interviews 
Household interviews Focus group 
discussions 
Villages CJ village’s key informants  6 27 2 
DL village’s key informants 7 23 2 
 
 
 
Vegetable SCs 
 
 
Farmer-led vegetable SCs’ actors  4 - - 
Co-op-led vegetable SCs’ actors 4 - - 
SME-led vegetable SCs’ actors 6 - - 
Wage workers in SME-led 
vegetable SCs  
11 - - 
Government officers 6 - - 
Key informants from research 
institutions  
3 - - 
Extension service provider 1 - - 
Total  48 50 4 
The rice and vegetable cases shared a unified framework of analysis to keep analytical consistence 
for case synthesis and facilitate comparison of the data in villages and agri-food SCs (Figure 4-2). 
Specifically, the community capitals framework and capability approach based agri-food SC 
analyses were used for the studies of villages and agri-food SCs respectively. The two appraisal 
tools are used to examine RQ1 and RQ2, and the measurements provide new insights to explore 
SCG and SCR implementation for RQ3 and RQ4. The multi-case research provides great 
possibilities to collect in-depth information, and improve the opportunities to generalise conclusions 
on the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities. 
The interactions between agri-food SCs and producers’ community are underexplored in past 
research. A dynamic, flexible and holistic perspective is required to understand the complex and 
creative SCR phenomena. The rice and vegetable cases were designed to identify embedded units of 
analysis that were information rich and could be strategically compared. The purposive sampling 
sought to select cases that were relevant to the conceptual framework and four RQs, generate rich 
data on the phenomenon of community action and enhance the analytical generalisability. Hence, 
the two cases with variation in agri-food SCs and villages were used to illustrate the phenomenon of 
SCR intensively, which also indicated the theoretical elements in the conceptual framework.
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Figure 4-2 Summary of the research design 
F
arm
er-led
 S
C
s 
C
o
-o
p
-led
 S
C
s 
S
M
E
-led
 S
C
s  
QF village  
 
XH village  
 
RQ2: Sustainability capabilities 
RQ1: Community capital assets 
CJ village  
 
DL village 
 
RQ1: Community capital assets 
RQ2: Sustainability capabilities 
F
arm
er-led
 S
C
s 
 C
o
-o
p
-led
 S
C
s 
 SM
E
-led
 S
C
s  
 
F
arm
er-led
 S
C
s 
 C
o
-o
p
-led
 S
C
s 
 SM
E
-led
 S
C
s  
 
RQ4: Implications and generalisation for proactive SCR implementation 
QF village 
 
XH village 
 
 
RQ1: community structure, division and synergies of community capital assets 
DL village 
 
CJ village 
 
Case 1: rice  Case 2: vegetable  
RQ3: External and internal governance  
RQ2: Sustainability capabilities 
Cross-case synthesis 
61 
 
4.4 Methods of Data Analysis 
QSR NVivo 10 software is a popular mixed data analysis tool in current research (Bazeley & 
Jackson 2013). Differing from the traditional qualitative data analysis software with coding as a 
primary strategy, QSR NVivo 10 software provides tools to facilitate coding, thinking, linking, 
modelling, and graphing the data (Leech & Onwuegbuzie 2011). It provides ways to rewrite, 
rearrange, recode and reframe the analysis data and settings in a case. QSR NVivo software 10 is 
also a useful tool to manage the data, as it is sufficiently flexible to store the data and import other 
sources of data. 
This research used QSR NVivo 10 software to assist the data analysis. It helped code, organise, and 
sort information according to my research purposes. The following steps were taken to use QSR 
NVivo software for data analysis: (1) preparing the raw data generated in the form of interview 
transcripts, observation diary, pictures, videos, memos, fieldwork journals, newspapers, and 
government documents; (2) designing a QSR NVivo 10 database; (3) familiarisation with all the 
data, data immersion through reading and rereading the database; (4) developing a coding system to 
link with research questions; (5) visualising the data through case, comparison and classification. 
To systematise and solidify connections, I used a combination of inductive and deductive thinking. 
With the assistance of QSR NVivo 10 software, four approaches were used to analyse the data. 
4.4.1 Data reduction and data transformation 
In the two commodity cases, there are several embedded units of analysis. I used the replication 
approach to analyse the cases and their internal units of analysis–agri-food SCs and villages. The 
qualitative data analysis process for each unit in a case is depicted in Figure 4-3. In the open coding 
process, I used CCF and capability based SC analysis as preliminary qualitative coding framings, 
and this process allowed emergent meanings and structure to arise naturally. After the open coding, 
I put data back together in new ways by making connections between categories based on themes 
and descriptions. The thematic analysis process contributed to mining the data and digging beneath 
the surface to discover the hidden factors contained within the data.  
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Figure 4-3 The qualitative data analysis process within the case 
Source: adapted from Creswell (2009) 
4.4.2 Data integration for case analysis 
In both rice and vegetable SC networks, the case analysis used data integration. I wrote individual 
case reports, which were organised according to emerging themes. The themes generated in the rice 
and vegetable SC networks are shown in Appendix 6. Information on the two villages in an industry 
were combined into an agri-food SC network. This helped to link rural communities with traditional 
product-process based agri-food SC analysis. This method provided an initial understanding of 
emergent impacts of community development and capabilities in rice and vegetable SCs, which also 
helped to identify connections between rural communities and agri-food SCs in the current temporal 
and spatial context. 
Based on two initial case reports, I adjusted the coding and analysis to reflect the interactions 
between community capital assets and chain level sustainability capabilities. The re-
conceptualisation processes informed the interface between agri-food SCs and rural communities, 
which further helped to explore the underlying social structure in village communities, such as 
migrant workers in the village and globalisation processes at the local level. The data analysis 
reflected that rural community is a place with complex, dynamic, and hybrid social relations within 
and around village boundaries and agri-food SCs. The rural communities’ dynamic interactions not 
only suggest multiple opportunities to improve community development and chain level 
sustainability capabilities, but also expose barriers that restrict mutually supportive interactions 
between agri-food SCs and rural communities. 
Validating the 
accuracy of the 
information
Interpreting the meaning of themes/ 
Descriptions
Interrelating themes/ description 
(Case study)
Themes Description
Coding the data (hand or computer)
Read through all data
organizing and preparing data for analysis
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4.4.3 Cross-case synthesis 
One goal of this multiple-case study is to build a general explanation that fits each individual case, 
even though the cases will vary in their details. Based on the identified thematic framework and 
results in two agri-food SC networks, I made a cross-case comparison and synthesis. The multiple-
case design (comparative study) provided a generalised understanding of interactions between agri-
food SCs and rural communities in the two cases, and it improved external validity for analytic 
generalisation. 
4.5 Validity, Reliability, and Ethics 
Scientific methods are characterised by their objectivity, generalisability, verifiability, and 
credibility. Valid analysis is immensely aided by data displays that are focused enough to permit 
viewing of a full data set in one location and are systematically arranged to answer the research 
questions at hand. 
4.5.1 Validity 
This study used three ways to increase validity. Firstly, key results were cross-verified by multiple 
sources of evidence (triangulation). For instance, the main chain actors were asked to nominate one 
or more people to provide complementary information. This provided a check between what was 
said and what was observed. Meanwhile, in order to avoid biasing responses towards what 
respondents might think desirable, the interviewees were informed that their names and 
participation remained confidential. Further, the interviews not only focused on describing 
activities, capabilities and performance, but also asked a set of questions to justify an action, giving 
reasons, support a claim, or make a causal statement. The rival explanations and possibilities were 
considered to increase internal validity. 
4.5.2 Reliability  
I had a detailed case study protocol to ensure consistency in following detailed steps of the case 
studies. The content of the protocol also included identification of likely sources of data, 
presentation of credentials to field contacts and other logistical reminders to establish a chain of 
evidence. All the data was collected by the author personally to ensure data consistency. Audio 
recordings of the interviews were later transcribed to ensure the reliability of the study. 
4.5.3 Ethics 
It is important to understand ethical responsibilities when conducting research with human 
participants (Sieber 1992). The study had ethical clearance under the University of Queensland 
School of Agriculture and Food Science Human Research Ethics Committee. Facing the ethical 
challenges, the following measures were adopted in this research. 
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(1) Voluntary informed consent and debriefing 
In order to ensure the well-being of the participants in the study, this study had an approval process 
to inform participants of the potential risks and benefits. In this research, the main possibility that 
any harm, loss, or damage may occur was inconvenience, taking up time that the interviewees might 
more profitably spend otherwise. I introduced the general process of the interview and appointed a 
suitable time in advance. 
(2) Confidentiality 
A promise of confidentiality was applied in order to make participants feel comfortable and 
encourage them to speak freely. As the research was likely connected with participants’ personal 
economic privacy, confidentiality was significant for the avoidance of participant evasion. I 
developed an information sheet (Appendix 7), which stated that all the data (including some records 
about the person, such as notes or a videotape of the person) were only used for research and the 
names and other unique identifiers of subjects were never attached to the data or even known to the 
researcher (anonymity). Meanwhile, an informed consent form (Appendix 8) was provided for 
participants to sign before they engaged in the research and participants had the right to refuse to 
participate in, or withdraw, at any stage of the research.  
(3) Maximising benefits 
Based on reciprocity principles, I involved individuals collaboratively in the research. For farmers 
engaged in the survey or interviews, I provided some compensation (gifts) for their use of their 
time. For government officers, local researchers and senior managers providing insightful opinions, 
I clarified their contribution throughout the data collection and analysis process in dissemination.  
In summary, this research adopted a multiple case study approach to understand the interactions 
between villages and agri-food SCs. The rice and vegetable crops were chosen to represent sectoral 
differences. The research design was created to involve two villages and three types of agri-food 
SCs related to each crop. The two cases used a consistent form of data collection methods and data 
analysis methods. Additionally, the reliability, validity and ethical issues were considered in the 
study.  
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Chapter 5 RICE SUPPLY CHAIN NETWORKS  
This chapter presents findings related to QF and XH villages and three types of rice SCs, in the first 
case study. It has five sections. Section 5.1 provides an institutional background on the social 
structure of the rice farming communities and governance arrangements of the rice industry. Section 
5.2 and 5.3 provide a detailed description of rural community changes in XH and QF villages 
through community capital assets. A short summary of the results in the two villages is provided at 
the end of section 5.3. Section 5.4 examines sustainability capabilities in three types of rice SCs. 
Section 5.5 synthesises the dynamic interactions between rural communities and rice SCs.  
5.1 Introduction and Background  
Rice is a strategic good in China, which is the staple food for more than 65% of the Chinese people. 
Policy makers have a strategic SCR focus in promoting the development of rice farming villages. 
The concerns on rice farming community building arise for three reasons. Firstly, the production 
capabilities in rice farming communities have potential to reduce the political and economic 
uncertainties caused by the complex global rice industry (such as supply and demand mismatch and 
other operational risks). Secondly, viable rural communities are more resilient in the face of 
disruptive events, both natural and man-made, such as climate change, agro-environmental 
degradation, droughts and floods. The capabilities of rice farming communities increase the 
potential of the rice production system to respond to various shocks. Thirdly, Chinese rice 
consumers are more concerned about food quality due to increased income and education. There is 
a rapid decline in intake of coarse grains, and the demand for refined grains is rapidly increasing 
(Reardon et al. 2012). The improved quality standards require technical improvements and agro-
environment protection in rural communities. In this context, economic, environmental and social 
issues in rural communities influence changes in the structure of the rice industry and its chain-wide 
competence.  
As shown in Figure 5-1, China has three advantaged rice production zones: Yangzi River zone, 
South-east zone, and North-east zone. As mentioned in Chapter 4, the rice case was chosen in 
Jiangxia district of Wuhan, which is one of the main production areas in the Yangzi River rice 
production zone in China. As a rice bowl, the area has a long history of engaging in rice farming 
with the saying “Huguang8 cooked, the food is adequate”. Despite the significance of rice in the 
study location for China’s agri-food system, the rice industries including rice production and rice 
                                                 
8 China’s main rice production district in historical periods. It involves the Yangzi River and South-east production 
zones including Hubei Province, Hunan Province, Jiangxi Province and Guangdong Province.  
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processing in this area have faced three challenges: agro-environmental degradation, inadequate 
agricultural facilities, and low profit margin. The three challenges are interrelated and have had 
wide impacts on rural communities and national food security. As previously noted, the benefits 
associated with sustainable rural communities set the basis for a resilient and competent rice 
system. Thus, the active involvement of, and interaction among, national government, local 
governments, various types of rice SCs, village leaders and rural households is essential to solve 
these challenges effectively and substantially. The project-based institutional arrangements have 
been established in rice farming communities since 2005. Government projects are significant 
sources of a village’s access to external resources for community development and investments in 
the rice industry. The projects seek to mobilise the autonomy of rural households in rice farming 
villages and potentials in the rice industry. The projects system has shifted governance in rural 
communities from compulsory rural households’ engagement in community affairs to the joint 
governance of village and government.  
 
Figure 5-1 Map of rice production zone in China 
Source: Chinese National Geography (2008) 
Location of the case study  
China’s advantaged 
rice production zone 
Yangzi River zone South-eastern zone North-eastern zone 
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Collective agency in various projects forms a significant driver to promote rice industry 
investments, community organisation, and environmental protection. These projects are organised 
under the “food security provincial governor responsibility system”, which dictates the 
government’s commitments to fulfil various social and economic development goals in these areas. 
This effort calls for the government to play a dominant role in investing in major public works and 
public good services, such as irrigation infrastructure (water control), road construction, the 
preservation of community natural resources (especially conserving land resources), extension 
service (Huang et al. 2006), and subsidies for rice seed, fertiliser and equipment. Various 
government projects concern different development agenda and specific goals in the rice production 
system and contribute to multi-level interactions. The separate programs form a SCR agenda 
centred on social movements to solve challenges in rural households, villages, and rice industry. 
The strategic SCR commitment has been institutionalised in the rice industry through a range of 
direct programs, indirect programs, and public programs. The first case study seeks to understand 
the inter-organisational interactional processes, and government policies and projects’ collective 
impacts on QF and XH villages and various rice SCs. 
5.2 QF Village 
In 2010, Wuhan municipal government promoted rice industry modernisation in Fasi Township for 
poverty reduction9. Firstly, it increased the irrigation investment to leverage farming physical 
capital in improving the local rice industry. Irrigation infrastructure and investments10 in water 
control have been credited as a critical factor to solve water scarcity and ensure economic viability 
in rice farming households. Canal investments also meet commitments to reduce water use in rice 
production, as there is an urgent need for rice farming communities to produce more food with less 
                                                 
9 Changjiang Daily, Integrated rural poverty alleviation in Wuhan municipal (统筹：打造新阶段农村扶贫先进市), 
http://www.wuhanagri.gov.cn/government/new_wenzhang.asp?NewsID=51754, accessed on 19/09/2015 
10 Rice production in the subtropical region of the study location (Hubei Province) mostly depends on wet season 
(summer) rainfall, with supplementary irrigation. Although it is certainly possible to enhance rain-fed production in 
"average" seasons (Rockström et al., 2001), if there is no rain, then there is no agriculture. Some rain-fed rice lands are 
drought-prone. Before 2005, the villagers primarily made voluntary commitments to maintain the existing irrigation 
systems and build new irrigation facilities. Community leaders were responsible for mobilising collective action to 
provide public services and irrigation infrastructures. In the self-organising pattern, each household contributes to the 
irrigation system economically or physically. These heavy economic burdens and government void in infrastructure 
investment caused rural unrest in some rice farming communities around the 2000s. Since 2005, investment in water 
control has been one government measure to recover from social unrest and encourage rural community development. 
The government subsidises electricity and builds pumps to supply water for rice culture, but investments in irrigation 
canals are lagging behind the rice production demands. 
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water (Zhu et al. 2013). Secondly, the government provides subsidies to encourage community-
level value adding activities and entrepreneurship, especially the SME-led and farmers’ co-op-led 
mills, as they fulfil critical roles in generating incomes in rural communities.  
QF village is an administrative village in Fasi township (Jiangxia District) with 200 households, 
1000 population, and five production groups. Its geographical attributes (located along the upstream 
of irrigation water - Jinshui River) and environmental endowments are suitable for farming, and it 
has engaged in rice farming for more than a hundred years. Currently, various government 
programs contribute to QF village’s synergic attributes in rice production, rice processing, and 
potentials for community development. A village-owned co-op-led rice mill, a telecommunication 
facility, and an input shop subsidiary have been built in the village. The agro-tourism development 
is implemented in QF village to improve living environment. Meanwhile, several rural households 
have diversified their livelihood to vegetable farming and fishing. The village has 100,000 RMB in 
income from the transfer of spare collective farmland. Various community capital assets interact to 
achieve specific goals. This sub-section provides an assessment of the chain-wide impacts on QF 
village and village functioning or status through the descriptive analysis of community assets. 
5.2.1 Community capital assets 
Based on in-depth interviews with informed people and rural household interviews, this sub-section 
describes the changes of capital assets in QF village.  
Natural capital  
A group leader in QF widely praised their natural resources endowments – easy access to irrigation, 
open landscapes, and fertile soil, and reported that the government had various measures to improve 
the agro-environment for rice farming. The programs provided materials and funds to reduce the 
excessive heavy metal in the soil, non-point source pollution and water pollution within the village 
boundary. Although the government provided combined efforts to improve the ecological 
environment, another respondent reported that it had failed to communicate environment protection 
to farmers. He explained that rice farmers have no idea of what ecology is, and limited trust in bio-
pesticide regarding its eco-efficiency and efficiency. Farmers’ indifference to agro-environment 
protection tends to be connected with limited reliable information in governments, as put by two 
government informants, who stated that  
Many people are referring to the heavy metal issue in rice. But there is no public document 
about that. Nobody knows the particular situation. There are some differences among 
different plots. (In-depth interview with an officer from municipal agricultural bureau-1) 
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The rice in our county was tested with extreme heavy metal several years ago. We cannot 
make sure of the specific reasons. (In-depth interview with an officer from township 
commodity quality supervision bureau) 
Although no clear grounds in rice quality issues were reported, two informants gave indications of 
the reasons. An officer from the district agricultural bureau said that “It is a reflection of conflicts 
between agricultural development and industrial development”. He further referred to the conflicts 
in regards to the water pollution from industry sector and the water scarcity in rice farming. A 
university academic informant in environmental economics proposed that the low cost to farmers in 
using fertiliser utilisation tended to encourage potential soil pollution. “There is an issue that 
agricultural department and business department give subsidies on chemical utilisation for farmers. 
It is included in the agricultural and general direct subsidies.”  
Physical capital 
The village informants reported that the government increased investments in community 
infrastructure: power grid, cement road, fresh water, village bus transportation, sporting facilities, 
community libraries, health care station, and schools, which improved rural residents’ living 
conditions. The investments were a result of the national policies on “public service equalisation” in 
rural and urban areas. Although sporting facilities and libraries are accessible within the community 
distance in two villages, the village informants said that these non-production facilities are seldom 
used by villagers. The respondents also indicated government investments responded to the 
emerging rural tourism opportunities, which promoted road services and recreational facilities 
construction (including water restoration). 
The villagers also reported that the engagement in the integrated national investment programme 
gave priority to development of farming facilities in the village. They said that the state-supported 
piloted integrated agricultural investment program fundamentally promoted the irrigation system, 
canal, land consolidation, etc. The development of farming facilities (Figure 5-2) aimed at 
improving the overall productivity and supporting the capacity of rice cultivation through 
agricultural modernisation. 
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Figure 5-2 Infrastructure building through agricultural consolidation and agro-tourism programs in 
QF village 
Financial capital 
Respondents in QF village assessed their economic well-being related to rice farming differently: 
the village committee stressed their efforts in collaboration with the government for community 
economic well-being, while local villagers reported household livelihood changes. The village 
committee pointed out that economic, institutional reforms, including the agricultural tax abatement 
for all the farmers, subsidised rice farming, and the lowest paddy procurement price, increased 
farmers' income. The village committee further reported that new government projects – a rice co-
op mill and agro-tourism – were promising to diversify household incomes and increase 
employment opportunity in the village. Notably, the emerging geographic brand-building practices 
(with a focus on the premium quality and symbolic value of the origin of rice) provided additional 
value to rice farmers. The respondents further linked the village level economic development 
opportunities with the capabilities of local elites. Particularly, the community leader played a 
leading role to attract these government projects into the community. However, local farmers 
reported that the rice co-op mill did not organise well to yield collective economic benefits, as the 
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various geographic place-based rice brands were owned and controlled by firms. Farmers in QF 
village reported that they still sold the paddy to brokers or mills based the market price.  
Other farmers reported that the innovative eco-agricultural system of rice-shrimp farming increased 
farming incomes. This integrated farming pattern required prior investment in the paddy field 
reconstruction to suit aquatic farming, but it diversified the product production in the given paddy 
fields by creating an integrated system of farming. The farmers also said that it was likely to save 
the fertiliser cost to a large extent, as no or only a small quantity of fertiliser was needed for rice 
farming after harvesting shrimps. The farmers stressed the significance of a viable agro-
environment for mixed rice-shrimp agriculture and pointed out the increased risks for shrimp 
farming due to potential industrial sewage water pollution and neighbourhood excessive chemical 
utilisation.  
In the past several years, the shrimps grow well. This year, the shrimps are easy to die. I am 
wondering if it is connected with pollution. (Household interview with an integrated rice-
shrimp farming villager) 
Social capital 
The village committee members said that the village had different social networks, including 
extensive internal community linkages and external government connections for the financial 
support. They indicated that the community organisation increased collective welfare without much 
cost. One example was that the village committee called for each household to pay a little money 
towards collective fish farming. After harvesting, each household can receive some fish for 
consumption. Another example was the collaborative vegetable marketing activities that happened 
ten years ago. Respondents reported that villagers used to have confidence in community 
institutions and community leadership to promote economic development in the village. However, 
some villagers said that trust, reciprocity and social networks had declined at the village level. They 
reported that the maintenance of a viable social network and mutual assistance (gifts of food, favour 
or encouragement from better-off friends or relatives in the nearby villages) used to be important 
strategies to survive various shocks and oppression in the past (like food shortages, natural 
disasters, poverty). Their autonomy in mutual support improved the tolerance of adversity.  
Respondents in QF village said that, as long-time favours are constructed on the principle that 
“Courtesy calls for reciprocity”, they had to spend money to retain relationships. Currently, the 
community had a phenomenon of competition on relationship investments, which became a 
significant economic burden for most low-income farmers. Respondents complained of the sad 
phenomenon that “the less fortunate, the more relationship investment”.  
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Human capital 
In QF village, respondents always proposed the effective leadership of the village committee, and 
they stressed the village leader’s capabilities to secure government projects. Respondents further 
explained the leadership multiplied community opportunities in three ways. Firstly, it represented 
the village’s capabilities to manage community affairs and satisfy upper government requirements. 
The respondents gave examples of efforts and tacit knowledge of the village committee to gain 
success in community environment improvement, and it had promoted village goals in managing 
non-point source pollution during a given period. Moreover, leadership in QF village meant the 
ability to engage with the potential problem-solving networks. Especially, the village leader was 
keen to accumulate politicised social support relationships. In the process, social capital becomes 
political capital in the context of a political field. The extended village social capital primarily 
increases the village’s potential in development. Thirdly, the effective leadership further earned 
government funding in developing initiatives, like farmland consolidation and agro-tourism. Some 
respondents reported that the improved farming environment that came through state support 
provided rice farmers with healthier conditions.  
QF village had a similar period of demographic change at the household level to that of other 
villages. Respondents reported that periodically migration of young people was a trend in rice 
farming communities. Several reasons contribute to this phenomenon. Firstly, high levels of 
mechanisation, extension services, and labour commercialisation have replaced intense manual 
labouring in rice farming to some extent. Secondly, wealth generation initiatives encourage the 
younger generations to look for opportunities and development possibilities outside the rural space. 
It was a rational choice to respond to the economic constraints in the rural landscape. Thirdly, the 
household level division of labour is a well-established livelihood strategy. The elderly family 
members have the responsibility of taking care of their grandchildren and work on rice farming, 
while the younger couples work in the city in non-farming jobs. In QF village, respondents also 
indicated that the decreasing family size leads to the combination of schools with neighbouring 
villages. 
Cultural capital 
Respondents reported a low-level adoption of traditional environmentally friendly methods in rice 
production. Informants explained that the large extension service by government improved their 
knowledge and skills in modern rice farming. The modern farming was not only labour-saving, but 
also improved farmers’ well-being and rice productivity. Some informants were uncertain of the 
heritage value of traditional farming practices. They indicated that modernisation made some 
traditional techniques obsolete, and the loss of traditional farming knowledge was increasing. The 
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low engagement of rice farmers in traditional ways of production indicated that the government 
claims of maintaining farming heritages faced challenges. Farmers had limited confidence in the 
utility of traditional farming techniques for agro-environment protection. 
Organic fertiliser is good for the soil, but it is labour-intensive and time-consuming. In the 
past, we collected the animal fertiliser everywhere. Now, nobody uses it anymore. It is 
convenient and efficient to use chemical fertiliser. (In-depth interview with a farmer) 
There were contradictory viewpoints regarding rice farming techniques between two generations. 
The younger generation indicated that it is difficult to change the practices of the older generation 
which accumulated over many decades, and now obstructed the assimilation of new technologies 
and innovative patterns of rice farming. Old farmer respondents proposed that the younger 
generations had no practical knowledge without full engagement in rice farming. Despite the 
conflicting ideas in modern techniques, local farmers reported that the cultural heritage, like 
respecting the old and caring for the young, remain vibrant in the village. The Chinese traditional 
spirits originated from agricultural activities. The interdependence of agricultural activities shaped 
the attention to social networks starting from kinship and then extending to friends and colleagues. 
The cultural heritage contributed to a harmonious community. 
I have the ability to “read” the nature of wealth condition, soil quality, water. There are great 
differences in the amount of fertiliser and water used in each plot. My son has no idea of these. 
He is good at technologies. (In-depth interview with a farmer) 
Some government informants added that agricultural heritage as collective memories still played 
much prominence in the rural development process. An example was that traditional farming had 
planted and harvested according to seasons based on the lunar calendar, and farmers followed this 
traditional wisdom to grow and harvest. Another example was that agricultural civilisation in China 
was reflected by traditional holidays, so people were involved in traditional festivals to continue a 
sense of place. Meanwhile, some government informants also proposed that the tradition was being 
lost in some hollowing rice farming communities, as migration decreased the attachment of the 
young generation to rural places. 
Political capital 
Inter-organisational interactions in QF village contributed to multi-dimensional views and 
reflectivity on the institutional order to develop rice farming capacities. Local farmers complained 
that the low-quality government irrigation facilities failed to fulfil their needs. The village leader 
reported that the close interaction with governments through various programs posed institutional 
conflicts in the village. He explained that government’s dominant role in decision making in 
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community development projects decreased community organisation and autonomy in the 
implementation processes. The hierarchical institutional process further obstructed joint endeavours 
in community affairs. For instance, the low quality of the government-led construction of irrigation 
facilities was caused by the decreased sense of responsibility among village builders and the slack 
government audit process on village programs. 
Village committee members also reported that the government interventions in the collective 
farmland ownership made the community suffer some conflicts. They explained that the 
government efforts to issue “official” 30-year certification of household land operation rights in 
2006 (in the name of property regulation reforms) not only broke flexible collective farmland 
management practices, but also obstructed rural stabilisation and solidarity. Consensus on collective 
farmland redistribution used to be achieved through open communication (village meetings) and 
broad participation (including women and other stakeholders) among farmland “holders” and 
“claimants” according to “community norms” and “village committee organisational laws” 
(procedures for decision making). The “official” certificates, as a conflicting logic and an additional 
“legitimacy”, challenged the community-wide institutional order, and legislative rigidity led to the 
decay of grassroots democracy (the collective decision-making process). 
Some informants pointed out the weaknesses of the hierarchical government engagement in 
community affairs, such as little transparency of public policies in community projects and 
subsidised industry development opportunities. Farmers also said that it was hard to have a real 
voice of their own, and to speak in their own words. Several government officers confirmed the lack 
of transparency in communicating government support policies to rural residents and proposed that 
the current institutional arrangements strengthened the power of village committees, especially the 
power of information. 
The village leaders know the government’s supportive policies best in each community. They 
calculate deliberately how to apply government projects every day. Farmers are simple …
They only think about getting enough food, and having some disposable money. (In-depth 
interview with a newly recruited public servant from university graduates) 
The government officer further indicated that village leaders played a viable role as power brokers 
in the interactional processes between community members, village leaders and government. In 
many government engagement projects, local farmers purposely distanced themselves or even 
disconnected from government officers. He explained that when the upper government came to 
supervise the work in the community, the “arranged” farmer delegates would report desirable words 
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or issues rather than giving their real opinions. The missing voice of local farmers in the cross-scale 
interaction was connected with the power of village leaders in determining their personal interests, 
while the external government was out of their sight in their internal community lives. The 
boundary between organisations strengthened farmers’ preference for the closed community 
structure, and farmers’ inaction in the inter-organisational interaction formed a type of power to 
marginalise the government in the collaborative community development projects in areas such as 
poverty reduction.  
With a negative attitude to the “conservative” growth pattern in QF village, the government officer 
indicated that the upper government tended to recommend an assertive candidate as the village 
leader. He explained that the conservative leader tended to strengthen their power position and 
legitimacy by boasting of their past achievements in the village, and the short-sighted sense of 
achievements was outdated in the changing social realities. On the contrary, a community leader 
with active development initiatives and entrepreneurial spirit pursued close connections with 
external organisations. He held the view that the development pattern in QF village reduced the 
direct economic pressure on farmers, but failed to empower the village for key development for two 
reasons. Firstly, the high dependence on external government resources and decision-making only 
improved the villages’ short-term service provision, while the geographically specific government 
“projects” were only temporary supports rather than sustainable resources. Secondly, minds focused 
on development through external resources encouraged a closed social structure. Farmers had more 
sense of the rights, and limited moral responsibility for monetary or material contribution to 
community affairs.  
5.3 XH Village 
XH village, an administrative village in Jinkou township, is made up of ten production groups, with 
300 households and 2000 population. XH village has engaged in rice farming for a hundred years. 
Despite its long history and large population in rice farming, it used to be a silent actor in the rice 
SC network. The collective farmlands were equally distributed among the households registered for 
rice farming. It has no significant advantages and disadvantages, and it adopts a self-organising rice 
farming pattern without additional government projects or complementary industry as an alternative 
source of collective income. 
Currently, XH village has been negatively impacted by the government commitments in the 
ecological modernisation programs. Environmental protection measures led to relocation of a 
chemical plant to an area neighbouring XH village. This caused water pollution which contaminated 
its irrigation water from the Jinshui River. Although XH village was located along the same river as 
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QF village, the government, in making its agro-environment protection commitments, failed to 
consider the cross-boundary interactions. Rather than benefiting from environmental friendly 
development patterns, XH village became a source of food quality problems in the local rice 
market.  
5.3.1 Community capital assets 
This sub-section, based on in-depth interviews with informed people and household interview with 
farmers, describes the changes of capital assets in XH village.  
Natural capital 
The village leader reported that the semi-rational environmental protection strategy of relocating a 
chemical factory from the inner city of Wuhan to the neighbouring city caused severe water 
pollution, and no practical solutions for this problem were offered. Although local villages got 
responses from government and public media, the issue was not addressed. Farmer respondents 
complained about the government’s inaction in water pollution. Meanwhile, local government 
respondents reported their “capability deficiency” in solving this problem due to the bureaucratic 
system. 
The media has pressed this issue. Our (local) government officers take turns to live beside 
the chemical factory to monitor their sewage discharge in past several months. We can only 
say the situation is better than before, but it is not the solution. (In-depth interview with a 
local government officer)  
Physical capital 
There were some conflicting views on the physical capital investments and community welfare in 
XH village. The village leader praised government initiatives in providing necessary facilities for 
rice farming, as the government had routinely invested in public irrigation necessities like pumping 
station, electricity fees, canal desilting, etc., after the abolition of the agricultural tax from 2006.  
Food is the God. The government did a good job in securing primary rice production. For 
example, the water management bureau paid the electricity fees in the plant to keep the paddy 
land from being flooded. (In-depth interview with the village leader) 
On the contrary, other farmers complained about the shortage of government investments – 
especially the road and irrigation system, showing a sense of helplessness at the lack of facilities. 
Facility? There is no need to mention it. You can see the road. It is impossible to walk. It is 
the worst one in Wuhan. You help us report it to the government. How can we live without the 
proper road. (FGD with women villagers) 
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Rather than complaining about the lack of road building, township government officers and the 
village leader further analysed the process and reasons for the unintended outcomes. The 
government officer reported that XH village suffered dysfunctional community road maintenance 
rather than investment deficiency. Government informants said that the local project - village road 
provision - provides road infrastructure appropriate for the density and quality for most villages 11, 
while the above mentioned chemical plant broke the newly built community road in XH village by 
transportation of the heavy building materials. The group leader further explained the complexity of 
this issue from information asymmetries in community affairs. He reported these government 
projects were misaligned with village needs, while the village had limited financial capacity to 
invest in community affairs (like rebuilding the road).  
Our group leaders have restored the road not long ago. We filled the hollow with gravel. 
Our village has no collective enterprise for extra income, so it's hard to talk about 
development. (In-depth interview with a group leader) 
The village leader proposed that the low level of genuine commitment among villagers was 
connected with deteriorating farming facilities, as the collective action tradition declined 
considerably after de-collectivisation reform from 2003. As shown in the last picture of  
Figure 5-3, the famous slogans “water conservancy is the lifeblood of agriculture” (水利是农业的
命脉 - on top of floodgate), “self-reliance” (自力更生 - on the right pillars) and “hard-working” (艰
苦奋斗 on the left pillars) indicated traditional self-organising modes and collective action 
institutions to sustain community affairs. Under the household responsibility system, the village 
committee suffered difficulties in mobilising farmers to invest in public goods provision physically 
or financially, while external government financial support fell short of supporting improvements in 
farming facilities. Facing the difficulties, the village groups reported that they also had an expedient 
response to the collective affairs.  
Our village committee does not have extra money to restore the canal. With ten-thousand 
yuan from the government for canal restoration in each village group, we have to do 
something with significance. Sacrificing our interests for the public is impossible. The key 
points of our work can be interpreted as practical and political, so we repair one hundred 
                                                 
11 There are substantial regional variations in road investments, which can be categorised into different grades, i.e., 
expressway, the provincial way, the municipal way, the urban way, and the rural way. The rural community has the 
low-grade roads which provide the necessities for basic livelihood. Rural community road provision is a significant 
government investment in new countryside construction.  
78 
 
meters of the canal locating in the mainstream water flows, which is visible to villagers and 
government officers. (In-depth interview with a group leader) 
 
Figure 5-3 Road facility, canal construction and polluted water in XH village 
Financial capital 
In XH village, some respondents reported that they have limited prospects for economic capital 
development in rice farming compared with other villages. Farmers linked their economic 
disadvantages with the deficiencies in farming facilities, limited production capability and a 
deteriorating agro-environment. Local farmers reported that the profit of rice farming was largely 
determined by the quality and convenience of farming facilities at village level (especially roads 
and canals), rather than productivity resulting from personal skills, experience and efforts in rice 
farming. Farmers reported that they would calculate the opportunity costs in rice farming rather 
than only net income, and the deteriorating farming facilities decreased the attractiveness of rice 
farming to them regarding profit and personal welfare. Another factor reducing economic capital is 
linked with the misalignments between viable farming environment and rice quality 
competitiveness in the local rice industry. Farmer respondents further reported that current river 
pollution caused some squeeze in rice price, and they worried about the potential productivity and 
quality of their paddy.  
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By contrast, some farmers reported household level efforts in expanding economic benefits through 
different paddy production patterns, and they had various production models to adapt household 
livelihood strategies that aimed at optimising human resources and land arrangements. The 
subsistence farming production pattern has two main categories in XH village: traditional small-
scale household production by cropping once or twice a year, and rice-lotus inter-cropping for every 
four years12. Ageing farmer couples, or the women left behind with the grandchild, or part-time 
farmer workers do the subsistence farming. Different from the diversified subsistence farming, 
other farmers expanded the scale of their rice farming in two ways. Some expanded their farming 
by transferring farmland from nearby villagers or friends but remained at medium scale under 100 
mu13 due to farmland scarcity. Some transferred from the large-scale of farmland in remote villages 
with poorer facilities, but they did not move from XH village to other places. These farmers gained 
a similar profit level due to lower productivity and higher transportation costs in the rice production. 
Respondents also proposed an alternative livelihood - transferring the farmland to migrant 
watermelon farmers every five years. Local farmers reported that the intercropping pattern could 
increase household incomes and maintain the soil fertility. 
In XH village, farmers reported the mixed economic outcomes in rice farming livelihoods. The 
village committee indicated that the lowest procurement price ensured rice farming profits for 
farmers. Subsistence rice farmers stated that the government interventions in the rice industry had 
limited impacts on them, as they supplied only a small portion of paddy to the market. Some large-
scale farmers reported that they had achieved significant economic benefits, as the large-scale rice 
farming provided a practical and promising livelihood choice (in conditions without great natural 
shocks). Meanwhile, some farmers criticised government subsidies to large-scale farmers, as they 
distrusted the effectiveness and contribution of the large-scale rice farming to rice productivity. The 
informants proposed that the so-called economy of scale model always meant large-scale farming 
but lower production yields in every unit of area. 
If you find some paddy grows not well, the farmland to a large extent is managed by large-
scale farmers. (Household interview with a farmer) 
Social capital 
The village group leader complained that a deficiency in social capital constrained their initiatives 
in building a machinery co-op for village economic development. The informants reported that 
                                                 
12 This means growing rice for a year, then lotus for three years and then rice again over four year cycles in the same 
field. 
13 Mu is a unit for measuring farmland in China. 1 ha = 15 mu. 100 mu = 6.67 ha  
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government supports for the village co-op fuelled some households’ ambitions in collective action 
for several reasons. Firstly, several households had their investments in large-scale paddy 
harvesting machines, which provided a foundation for the formation of the machinery co-op. The 
government also likes to provide subsidies to upgrade the farming tools for agricultural 
modernisation. Secondly, there are great market potentials for machinery paddy harvesting with the 
increasing labour costs and expanding farming scale. Thirdly, the household alliance based co-op 
increased individuals’ market competitiveness concerning market influence, service provision 
capabilities and risk management capabilities. Despite the possibilities, the villagers reported the 
shortage of social capital with government departments causes strict government auditing. The 
hidden “cost” made the entrepreneurs give up the expensive plan.  
Without guanxi, your considerable efforts are fruitless. It is too difficult to do something for 
local economic development. (In-depth interview with a group leader) 
Local farmers stressed the persistence of social capital within and among rice farming households, 
which assists family survival. Some respondents reported that family cohesion reduced costs in 
raising children. Most rural households comprise a nuclear family (a couple and their unmarried 
children) or a stem family (a couple, one married child and spouse, and grandchildren). The 
grandparents taking care of children was now a well-established livelihood strategy, as the young 
parents could find off-farm jobs in urban areas. Other villagers reported that personal social capital 
promoted farmland transferring in other provinces to improve household incomes, but it contributed 
to risks in pursuing development opportunities. They explained that villagers might face unexpected 
external political and economic risks, as the proactive rice farming livelihoods were likely to be 
incompatible with government plans on economic restructuring under the urbanisation and 
industrialisation. 
Informants stressed that an individualistic spirit exists in the village. The village leader reported that 
the rapid economic development and broadening economic gaps led to different commitments in 
wealth creation. Some farmers worked hard to make money, but the less well-off farmers were 
engaged in leisure activities such as gambling. Some villagers reported that the concerns for 
personal wealth creation and pleasure contributed to a decreased sense of responsibility in collective 
village affairs. The village members were concerned more with their individual property positions 
than collective achievements, while the community solidarity for community betterment fell 
tremendously. 
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Human capital 
The village leader reported that the transitional rice farming patterns contributed to demographic 
changes at village level: most residents in the village were old people and young children. The 
small-scale rice farming was an additional household income for local farmers, especially the old 
farmers, while the younger generations had left the village for productive jobs. The informant 
reported that the limited farmland assets were insufficient to support a large population, and wealth 
generation initiatives encouraged rural residents to look for opportunities and development 
possibilities outside the rural place. Periodical migration of young people is a trend in XH village as 
well as other rice farming communities.  
Rural hollowing is a rational social process. There is no need or no possibility to bind the 
younger generations at home without proper employment. For example, a couple around fifty 
years old can cultivate the whole household paddy plots (10 mu to 30 mu), and fulfil their 
daily necessities by doing some extra simple jobs. (In-depth interview with the village leader) 
Local villagers also reported the potential opportunities to increase local human capital. The 
villagers said that the industrial development trend in the township and their geographic proximity 
to the metropolitan centre made many young people favour house building investments in the 
village. Residents expected development opportunities to change the economic constraints in the 
rural landscape and attract more young people to create a livelihood in the village. 
Cultural capital 
Respondents in XH village said that the traditional collection of grain residues for use as energy or 
fertiliser had been abandoned. Informants indicated that the government intervened in the harvest 
and utilisation of rice crop residues without considering local situations. On the one hand, the 
collection of the grain residues was time-consuming, and farmers tended to burn it for convenience 
and move the second cropping forward smoothly. Farmers were concerned with efficiency or high 
productivity in rice farming rather than eco-efficiency. On the other hand, no processing factory 
existed in the neighbouring areas to achieve the recycling use of grain residues. 
Political capital 
In XH village, local farmers reported a low level of confidence in public institutions, because of 
government ineffectiveness in providing public goods and solving water pollution. Some villagers 
complained the “show off” function of government projects, and criticised that “The upper people 
just drizzle to comfort the thirsty folks”. Meanwhile, local government officers reported their sense 
of helplessness, as the current legal and institutional mechanisms were inefficient in solving 
community issues and cross-region water resource protection. Although local farmers have 
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expressed their views on illegal pollution discharge through seminars14, the implementation of laws 
and government policies takes a long time to respond in the current bureaucratic system. In 
particular, emerging empirical evidence seems to confirm this trend that residents lack confidence 
in environment protection movements (including agro-environment protection) without meaningful 
participation (Chen et al. 2015). The villagers also reported their decreased trust in the leadership of 
the village committee, as it had limited capacity to solve community affairs. The various processes 
sounded as though the village committee and the government failed to make joint plans for the 
community issues, while the majority of local farmers made limited commitments to community 
affairs. 
In summary, various capital assets provide a holistic view of community changes influenced by rice 
SCs. As shown in Table 5-1, in QF village, the state-supported modernisation in farming 
infrastructure, co-ops, chemical input shops and environmental conditions promoted tangible capital 
asset changes, while it also caused some potential conflicts in the village due to the dominant role of 
the government, low transparency and limited visioning in development strategies. The rural 
households made full use of human capital, social and cultural resources to diversify their 
livelihoods for improved quality of life. In XH village, the self-organising development contributed 
little to farming facility improvement, agro-environment protection, and economic development, 
which decreased the community solidarity and trust in the government and leadership. The rural 
households also employed human resources, social and cultural capital to diversify their livelihoods, 
but various challenges in farming infrastructure, agro-environment and economic opportunities 
negatively impacted some households’ agency in hard work and wealth creation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
14 Other ways used in China include questionnaires, forum, and public hearings. Letters, personal visits, e-mail, and fax 
are also used. 
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Table 5-1 The community capital assets changes in QF and XH villages 
 QF village XH village  
Context / process  Development patterns  Development patterns 
 
Physical capital,  
social capital,  
human capital, 
environmental capital  
financial capital 
political capital  
State-supported modernisation 
Government interventions for farming 
infrastructure improvements, co-ops, 
chemical input shops, agro-tourism, 
and village living environment 
improvement through civil activities. 
 
Potential conflicts due to the 
government’s modernisation-oriented 
interventions, low visibility of 
government subsidies, and low 
proactive development visioning  
Self-organising development  
Limited effects on farming facility 
improvements, agro-environment 
protection, and economic development 
 
Decreased trust on the government and 
leadership 
 
 
Human capital,  
social capital,  
cultural capital  
 
Increasing development 
agency 
Diversifying livelihoods through 
integrated farming patterns (rice-
shrimp ) 
Respecting the old, family function 
Commercialisation of labour exchange 
Imbalanced development 
agency 
Diversifying livelihoods through 
expanding farming scales, transferring 
farmland, household collaboration 
(division of labour), or integrated 
farming (rice-lotus)  
Decreasing agency in hard-working or 
wealth creation 
5.4 Rice SC Network: Structure, Capabilities and Conflicts 
The rice industry has developed a hierarchical governance structure to coordinate sustainability 
commitments and empower small farmers. In this mechanism, Sino-grain (China Grains Reserves 
Corporation - a state-owned enterprise) serves to implement the lowest rice price and protect small 
farmers' equal access to the market. Sino-grain’s strategic economic and social functions are 
achieved through two ways. On the one hand, it acts as an agent to execute a lowest procurement 
price for farmers through its 31 branch companies in the rice market. The top-down governance 
structure creates a networked system to reduce impacts from the global rice market. On the other 
hand, Sino-grain also adjusts the paddy supply and demand in the rice market through rotation of 
central grain reserve 15. The rotation of rice stock aims at adjusting paddy supply in the market to 
reduce random variability in quality and volumes and to stabilise the rice price. According to 
Chinese policy, when the price of grain was low, Sino-grain should buy it at the normal price, 
higher than the market price, to profit the farmers. When the price was high, Sino-grain should sell 
it at the average price, lower than the market price, to benefit the consumers. Sino-grain coordinates 
the process of paddy rotation. Rice stocks are rotated every two years in China because rice is 
                                                 
15 Food reserves are an ancient idea, responding to characteristics of agriculture that seem to be timeless, and in 
particular, to the presence of relatively constant, inelastic demand coupled with a much more variable short-term 
supply. In China, the National Development and Reform Commission is responsible for grains reserves, including raw 
grains, wheat, rice, corn, maize, soybeans, rapeseed and wheat flours. 
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perishable, and continued rotation of stock reduces potential storage losses from infestation or 
moisture damage.  
5.4.1 The structure of rice SCs  
Information from walking the chain observation and interviews, in-depth interviews, and FGDs, 
shows how QF and XH villages are incorporated into the rice SC network. Besides rice farming 
households in the villages, five types of players - farmer-led mill, co-op-led mill, SME-led mills, 
farmer brokers, and state grain warehouses - add value in the network and provide rice to 
wholesalers or retailers, or consumers directly. These different actors, activities, and governance in 
the rice SC network form three chain types - farmer-led, co-op-led, and SME-led rice SCs. This 
sub-section introduces the structure of social relations in the various types of rice SCs.  
Farmer-led rice SC 
There are two types of farmer-led rice SCs, a livelihood strategy for some rice farming households 
(Figure 5-4). In the first type, one farmer managed the whole process from the production to the 
processing, and the marketing. In the harvest season, the farmer dried and stored the paddy. In the 
slack time of rice farming, the farmer did rice processing. The farmer-led rice SCs always supply 
rice to local villagers, restaurants, and schools within walking distance or other contacts for 
admirers from outside of the village.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5-4 Rice SC network 
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In the second type, farmer (broker)-led rice SC, some farmers collect rice from individual 
households and supply to mills and Sino-grain (called state grain warehouses in the local region). 
The emergence of professional farmer broker groups derives from the fragmentation of household-
led rice production, and the paddy collecting is a method to fulfil the demand for large quantities 
from Sino-grain and SME-led rice SCs. This farmer (broker)-led rice SC plays a significant role in 
the rice SC network. According to household surveys among fifty-two rice farmers in QF and XH 
village, the majority of them (70.8 percent) sold paddy to farmer brokers, and a small portion of 
farmers (29.2 percent) sold paddy to various mills or Sino-grain directly. 
Co-op-led rice SC 
In this study, the co-op-led rice SCs are represented by two village-owned mills in QF village and a 
neighbouring village. Co-op-led rice SCs illustrate the interest of the government in promoting 
village level entrepreneurial activities to increase famers’ income. The idea that the value adding 
activities have been a driver for capital investment and labour employment in rural economy has 
arisen in policy debate, thus promoting the development of government supported co-ops to join in 
the rice industry. The co-ops in the study are hybrid organisations that represent the government’s 
commitments to encourage entrepreneurial motivations rather than leadership and collaboration in 
rural communities. 
SME-led rice SCs 
The SME-led rice SCs are represented by three mills ranging from small scale to medium scale with 
80 - 240 tons/day production capacity (Table 5-2). The three mills have operated for more than 
twenty years with 20 million RMB production value. Each mill had employed around thirty workers 
with 3000 to 4000 RMB wage per month. The three SME-led rice SC located in Fasi township have 
their own brands and registered trademark with three to five categories of rice. The husked rice 
could be further polished to give a glossy appearance according to customers’ requirements. The 
rice was sold bagged and branded with a colourful and distinctive label. A broad range of rice types 
are produced along with niche varieties. The SME-led rice SCs have advanced technologically, as 
they have invested in semi-automatic milling equipment with automatic cleaners, graders, dryers, 
separators, and destoners. They are moving towards further capital investment by the adoption of 
hullers, silos, mechanical handing, and conveyors to reduce labour costs. The specific fabric of 
SME-led rice SC is connected with the governments’ catalytic role to promote industrial 
consolidation for chain-wide sustainability (Reardon et al. 2012). Some SME-led mills are 
rebranding themselves as co-ops to gain government subsidies, while the entitlement has limited 
influence on SC operations. In this situation, they are still recognised as SME-led SCs, while the 
“disguised” co-ops are treated as an additional source of resources for chain level development. 
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Table 5-2 Characteristics of sampled SME-led rice mills 
 Mill-1  Mill-2 Mill-3 
Business initiated (year) 2005s 1996s 2002s 
Production value (RMB) 20 million  40 million 20 million 
Total production capacity/ per year  30000 tons  28000 tons  12000 tons 
Rice suppliers Farmer households 8000 tons 3000 tons 3500 tons 
Brokers  12000 tons 7500 tons 3500 tons 
Sino-grain 10000 tons 3500 tons 5000 tons 
Rice varieties Coarse rice Common regular Common regular 
Fine regular Fine regular Fine regular 
Number of workers 30 28 23 
Wages for workers 3000 RMB/ month 4000 RMB/ month 3000 RMB/ month 
The SME-led mills acquire paddy from a wide array of sources, including farmers, brokers, and 
Sino-grain. Both XH and QF villages in this study are directly or indirectly embedded the SME-led 
rice SCs through rice brokers. According to in-depth interviews in three mills, the rice brokers are 
the largest direct suppliers for mills, which providing 40 percent. Another 35 percent of paddy is 
sourced from Sino-grain, while rice farmers account for 25 percent. In the harvest season, mills 
store fresh paddy for processing. During the off-season, the rice storage is low and mills will source 
rice from Sino-grain. The SME-led rice SCs supply rice to wholesale markets in Wuhan and other 
provinces, as well as retail markets likely urban community convenience stores and township 
retailers, and township households. 
In SME-led rice SCs, both horizontal and vertical governance methods are implemented to improve 
food safety. The horizontal governance is related to government regulations. At the farm level, the 
agricultural bureau has strict regulation of the input markets, which forbids the use of toxic 
pesticides. At the processing level, the market bureau audits rice quality routinely, and all the 
packaged rice is required to earn a legal identity with “quality assurance report” based on voluntary 
quality testing before accessing the market. The “QS” (quality safety) mark on the rice package 
represents the fulfilment of legal compliance. Rice industry modernisation provides adequate 
availability of information for consumers. All the packaged rice has a colourful and distinct label 
that provides information on the type, certifications (QS), quality, quantity, and geographic origin 
of the rice, plus the name and brand of the mill. Moreover, there are several selective quality 
inspections of paddy by related government department each year. The testing of heavy metals will 
be delivered to a specific professional department if necessary. The vertical governance is related to 
a quality level negotiated in the rice SCs, which largely depends on backward and forward linkages, 
personal knowledge and experience.  
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As summarised in Table 5-3, various types of rice SCs have different sustainability capabilities, 
which are presented in the next three sub-sections.  
Table 5-3 Summary of sustainability capabilities in farmer-led, co-op-led and SME-led rice SCs 
 Farmer-led rice SCs Co-op-led rice SCs SME-led rice SCs 
Economic 
capabilities  
Viable livelihood 
choices  
 
Price competitive 
advantages 
 
Low capacities to respond 
to market risks with 
dependence on 
government subsidies and 
limited collaboration with 
rural households 
High level market capacities to respond to 
market changes due to high level 
processing quality (technology, knowledge, 
experience), flexibility and reliability in 
rice supply, social capital and collaboration 
with local rural households; 
 
Low profit margin due to high labour cost 
and shortage of labour, price distortion by 
the government interventions  
Social 
capabilities  
Trust and social 
capital and the 
maintenance of food 
memory 
 
Social exclusion by 
excessive government 
interventions or 
market competition  
Low level entrepreneurial 
commitments due to power 
relations, low potentials to 
improve rural livelihoods 
  
Potential social exclusion 
(managerial capabilities, 
shortage of financial 
capital, lack of supportive 
community engagement, 
lack of marketing 
channels)  
Challenges in workers’ welfare due to 
incomplete institutional arrangements  
 
Forced malpractice for survival due to the 
chain level interconnected negative 
influence, such as overstocking and illegal 
imports 
Environmental 
capabilities  
Environmentally 
friendly due to energy 
saving, less 
packaging and less 
processing 
Semi-rational 
environmental concerns 
due to a focus on economic 
benefits and isolated 
reasoning  
Capability potential in reusing resources 
for waste control,  
Capability deficiency to tackle agro-
environment degradation increasing 
potential food safety risks  
5.4.2 Farmer-led rice SCs 
Economic capabilities 
The farmer-led rice SC reported a paradoxical situation in terms of its current economic 
contribution and further development prospects. One farmer-led mill reported that operating a mill 
is a livelihood strategy to diversify household incomes, and there was a high-level confidence that it 
could provide high quality (in terms of taste and nutrition) and low price rice for local buyers.  
Our rice has a special taste. You couldn’t find this rice in the market.… I don’t worry about 
selling. The price of my rice is lower than others. Most buyers are acquaintances in local 
areas. (In-depth interview with a farmer miller) 
The farmer-led rice SCs also reported that they have positive expectations of expanding the scale of 
rice processing, but several factors inhibit their initiatives. Firstly, they are afraid of government 
restrictions, as the government has imposed strict regulations on food production. Secondly, the 
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economy of scale brings in more uncertainty including market price risks, occupational risks16 and 
recruiting risks17. Thirdly, their competitive advantages are squeezed compared with the formal 
firms who receive government subsidises for their industrial electricity and machinery 
improvements.  
I couldn’t do it at a large-scale, otherwise I have to pay taxes [meaning payments for various 
certifications]. My rice has no certifications from industry and commerce department, so it 
can’t be sold at market. I don’t sell it at market. It depends on the word of mouth. (In-depth 
interview with a farmer miller)  
In the second farmer (broker)-led rice SC, respondents reported that the work is economically 
promising for household income. According to informants, the brokers would get 200-400 
RMB/ton gross profit, which is much higher than rice farming. The farmer (broker)-led rice SCs 
reported that they had economic capabilities to provide spot payments for rice farmers in the 
product exchange, which has greatly improved the previous credit situation. Respondents explained 
that optimising the financial flow has shown great achievements due to the central government’s 
interventions, which protected farmers from imposed credit in the farmer (broker)-led rice SC. As 
the financial department passed money to the Sino-grain before the seasonal grain reservation, the 
financial flow worked smoothly in these SCs. 
Social capabilities  
Social capabilities of the farmer-led rice SC are linked with the cultural aspects related to food 
relationships and food memory. The farmer-led mills reported that they contributed to increased 
food safety or trust, the maintenance of indigenous knowledge in rice farming and processing, the 
strengthening (intensiﬁcation) of social networks, and community well-being. Farmers reported that 
they are proud of their own rice as it brings back the taste of their childhood, as they had experience 
in quality inspection. Rather than testing the quality of paddy by experiments, the experienced 
millers do it by observing the appearance, smelling the fragrance and tasting the degree of dryness.  
The second farmer (broker)-led rice SC reported that they provide a supporting role in promoting 
product flows in the whole rice SC network. They not only helped some households without 
transportation facilities to sell paddy easily, but also increased the efficiency of product flow in the 
                                                 
16 According to farmers, they are equipped with knowledge on processing technologies through self-learning, so it poses 
some occupational health risks. For example, one man’s hand had been hurt by the machine. It was lucky that he had 
insurance. 
17 The farmers are always around 60 years old, so they worried that there is no younger generation to make full use of 
the machines. 
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chain through the larger scale. However, local farmers and key informants tended to report the 
negative side of “guanxi” in the farmer (broker)-led rice SC that was connected with the Sino-
grain’s procurement system, which contributed to the unnoticed exclusion of small-scale farmers. 
Some farmers reported that they had higher transactional costs compared with brokers, including 
increased price uncertainties due to critical standards of rice quality or squeezed price, longer 
waiting time for the transaction18, and emotional hurt or language abuse. Key informants explained 
that as economic profits or earnings for Sino-grain and its branches were based on the scale of 
procurement, each branch offered initiatives to expand the procurement. To improve corporate-
oriented efficiency and effectiveness, rice brokers rather than household farmers were preferred 
suppliers. On the one hand, the economy of scale was easily achieved with large-scale rice brokers, 
as they reduced the transactional costs in facilities, labour, and accounting. On the other hand, the 
repeated transactions and interactions increased the trust and relationships between brokers and 
Sino-grain. Furthermore, key informants reported some “proactive” brokers were likely to look for 
rent-seeking opportunities, such as bribery, to save the transactional time and compete with farmers 
and other brokers.  
The new brokers have to find some relationships. After all, having connections is more 
convenient comparing without any relationships. (In-depth interview with a broker)  
The downside of farmer (broker)-led rice SCs posed challenges to the reputation of Sino-grain. In 
the market situation, farmers reported that selling paddy directly to collectors was a widely accepted 
optimal choice for farmers, as they preferred to sacrifice some price for off-farm work and dignity. 
As the “market rationality” choice included much compromise for farmers in the unfair market 
competition, farmers expressed a hatred towards the Sino-grain’s procurement system. They accuse 
brokers of having no consideration for farmers’ well-being. Hence, the broker-agent model in 
farmers’ mind never appears as cost-effective for farmers as it was presented by the media19. 
It is reported on the TV that the brokers help farmers selling paddy. It is a joke. They are 
working for their own interests. How can they care for your farmers’ good or bad? (In-depth 
interview with a rice farmer) 
                                                 
18 It is reported as two days waiting in the line for a transaction of rice to the state warehouse. It is a time competition 
for brokers to source raw material rice from farmers, so they will bribe to shorten waiting time. The reduced waiting 
time for brokers by jumping the queue means largely increased waiting time for household farmers.  
19 Market information website, Grain brokers should be respected for their value creation (粮食经纪人的价值理应得
到尊重),http://www.scxxb.com.cn/html/2015/nzsc_0805/153284.html, Accessed 14 August 2016 
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Environmental capabilities 
Farmer-led mills reported that their rice SC was closer to nature. Their rice was the product of an 
environmentally friendly chain with fewer logistics and less packaging. Meanwhile, they are 
concerned more about “natural” nutrition without excessive processing. Farmer-led rice SCs argued 
that rice consumers in the market prefer the rice with glossiness, which largely degraded the 
nutrition due to polishing. Modern mills would polish the rice according to customers’ requirement, 
while they decide the level of processing based on “natural” rules to largely retain the rice nutrition. 
5.4.3 Co-op-led rice SCs 
Economic capabilities 
Key informants reported the availability of government subsidies makes the mill co-ops attractive, 
as government subsidies set the foundation for business operations. The co-op-led rice SCs had 
difficulties translating the government subsidies into economic capabilities, as respondents reported 
that the co-op mill had operated for three years only by government subsidies. 
In the first year, our mill cooperative had applied 700,000 RMB government subsidies… In 
the second year, we got another 80,000 RMB government support. (In-depth interview with a 
member in the co-op-led rice SC) 
Some respondents linked the economic unsustainability of the co-op-led rice SC with the 
environment of the industry. Particularly, market fluctuation made it difficult for the newly built 
mills to survive amid the fierce competition. Another informant linked the failure of the co-op mill 
with organisational structure. He explained that the co-op mill lacked clear goals and visioning, and 
the co-op members had more incentives to take advantage of government subsidies, rather than 
make entrepreneurial efforts. This view stressed the differences in thinking about efficiency 
between the co-op and the former commune, and suggested that the co-op mill lacked advanced 
managerial capabilities.  
This view reflected partial facts in the internal operation process, but it failed to recognise that the 
mill co-ops operated through market mechanisms rather than community cooperation. The 
respondents reported that the co-ops sourced paddy from local villagers based on the promise of 
highest market prices with delayed payment, which was based on the market principle and 
competition. Moreover, the co-op members reported that they treated it as part time employment 
rather than collective affairs, and the low profits further decreased their entrepreneurial initiatives in 
the co-op. 
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Social capabilities 
Respondents reported the social capabilities of a co-op-led rice SC from a narrow collaboration and 
community engagement perspective. Respondents reported that the formation of co-op mills was 
based on complicated “social network assets”. Firstly, the co-op was a multiple “assets network” in 
the community, as it was represented by members in the co-op. Generally speaking, the co-op 
consisted of village committee members or those capable actors with investment assets regarding 
capabilities, relationships, and finance. The people managing the government subsidies gave 
preference to those with substantial asset capitals. The second was the “internal power network” of 
the co-op. Based on the information on the internet, the various types of co-ops in the study location 
were predominantly managed or controlled by the village leader with several supporting members. 
The political power was handed over to the economic cooperative organisations. The third was the 
“sensitive policy network”. The mill co-op was initiated by the village leader, who had skills to 
manage the policies. Acting as the transmitters of information and policy implementation, the 
village leader or related members were sensitive to their own opportunities. There was a pre-
existing network (connections) before accessing upper government policies. Even in the process, it 
was important to invest in the “sensitive policy network”. Key informants reported that “gifts” and 
pulling “guanxi” (personal relationships) were necessary in the process. 
Although respondents suggested the significance of social networks, a cooperative mindset was 
elusive for most respondents. No respondents pointed out the significance of relationship 
commitment of the village members to the village-based co-op. This view was confirmed by local 
villagers, as they reported their indifference to the village-based co-op, as co-ops work for several 
village committee members rather than distributing benefits to the broad village. It was also 
suggested that the power monopoly in the village had disguised the potential community-wide 
economic opportunities, as it was based on the personal network thinking rather than the 
community thinking.  
Environmental capabilities 
In the interview, the co-op mills stressed the function of drying machines in controlling paddy 
waste. They argued that the traditional method of drying by putting it out in the sun increased the 
risks of food waste and was increasingly abandoned for three reasons. Firstly, brokers competed for 
raw rice by making a contract in the field rather than after harvesting, and the situation increased the 
demand for large-scale drying machines. It also resonated with the trend that ageing rice producers 
and women lacked physical strength in traditional harvesting and drying. Secondly, increased 
labour cost reduced farmers’ enthusiasm for traditional drying, as the opportunity cost of four days 
drying in the sunshine exceeded the cost in using drying machines. Thirdly, government provided 
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concession for electricity fees as a way of promoting agricultural modernisation, and subsidies for 
drying cooperatives accelerated the abandonment of traditional environmentally friendly drying. As 
an informant indicated,  
Sometimes, when it rains, the drying plant will keep the paddy from going mouldy. … Once it 
has been built, it contributes to more occupational opportunities, higher incomes, and 
reduced waste of paddy. The surplus labourers in the village could find some work to do. (In-
depth interview with a co-op a member) 
However, the contribution of co-op-led rice SCs in environmental sustainability was based on 
isolated reasoning more than complete “facts”. The rice farming through the old generations 
involves household level collaboration. Local government officers reported that the majority of 
migrant workers would come home for harvesting, and the male labourers would catch “timing” to 
dry paddy for storage. The timing was also consistent with the public holidays, and the collective 
action among rice farming households was part of the lifestyle for celebration and rest. 
Accordingly, the rational, cost-benefit reasoning in the co-op-led rice SCs was contradictory with 
the local facts. They need to consider what they can bring to, rather than get from, rice farming, as 
the market opportunities derive from complementing and upgrading rather than substituting 
household level collaboration. Meanwhile, the respondents ignored the costs on the environment, as 
the carbon emissions had never been calculated in the modernisation process. 
5.4.4 SME-led rice SCs 
SME-led rice SCs are embedded in a top-down governance structure and local context. The 
interactive structure contributes to mixed sustainability capabilities in SME-led rice SCs. There are 
competitive advantages, undesirable economic and social outcomes, and eco-efficiency potentials in 
SME-led rice SCs.  
Economic capabilities 
All three SME-led rice SCs linked their economic capabilities with remarkable strength in 
operational flexibility in volume and delivery, high product quality, and responsiveness to buyers’ 
demands. Respondents suggested that these SC capacities are the elements of branding, and the 
brand value provides sustainable financial capital (credit) and social capital (long-term and stable 
marketing channels) to compete in the fierce market. Three mills all reported that they have 
initiatives for brand building to increase market acceptance, so the shared value relationships 
between suppliers and buyers reduce the dependence on credit. Mills reported that most rice buyers 
make spot payments. Mills provided credit to some long-relationship rice clients by allowing 
delayed payment after receiving the rice shipment. The new business relationships are always 
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derived from customers’ social network, and the mill’s reputation wins credit from new clients. 
Mills received a 20 percent share of credit from the clients in advance, and the remaining 80 percent 
after receiving the rice shipment. Respondents reported that the brands of rice mills are connected 
with rice farmers’ well-being, as the rice farmers are more likely to get spot payments from a rice 
mill with a good reputation. 
Meanwhile, the competitiveness of SME-led rice SCs, to some extent, was connected with the 
enabling regional context. Two informants reported that the local product advantages sustained the 
development of rice industry, which increased their accumulated knowledge and experiences in 
paddy quality grading. Meanwhile, collaborative behaviours and trustworthiness promote the 
economic potentials in both rice mills and farmers. One rice mill reported that mills and farmers 
engage in a revenue sharing contract based on shared value and mutual trust. In this mode, farmers 
supply rice to mills without getting payment until the mills have sold the rice or farmers need cash. 
The mill will pay the highest market price to rice farmers. The cooperation in rice SCs helps mills 
overcome the temporary capital shortage, and increases farmers’ income. Another respondent 
indicated that financial support or credit in local areas allowed the development of good processing 
facilities, which was a significant source of competitive advantage. The respondent also suggested 
that the strategic collective action in rice chain is based on shared values, trust, commitment, 
dependence, and cooperative norms, which are difficult to win. Therefore, collective action is a 
resource-intensive activity with learning capabilities and tacit knowledge, which comes from 
accumulated social capital.  
We are residents here, and we have contacted with each other for several decades. It 
gradually forms such a phenomenon and norm. Several days ago, some farmers from a 
neighbouring state farm said that they would send their paddy to our mill as well. Each 
household plants paddy with 40 to 50 mu. (In-depth interview with a manager in SME-led rice 
SCs) 
Respondents also reported changing local conditions pose three potential threats for mills’ 
economic sustainability. Firstly, increasing labour cost and shortage of young labour make the 
current mills’ operation unsustainable. The mill managers said that it is difficult to find workers, as 
the work in the mill is heavy. Secondly, the brand ambiguity in the township provides various local 
mills with advantages in market acceptance but risks of reputational damage simultaneously. For 
example, the genetically modified rice crisis20 in Wuhan’s market leads to shrinking market share 
                                                 
20 The South China Morning Post, Genetic modified rice found in Wuhan supermarket, 
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1560737/genetically-modified-rice-found-sale-wuhan-supermarket, accessed 
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for all these township-based mills, despite most of them being free of genetically modified rice. 
Respondents reported that local government have collaborated with the mills to strengthen the 
supervision on genetically modified rice, and inspection reports are required for all the rice supplied 
to market. Thirdly, food safety issues related to contamination by heavy metals in the rice is another 
potential threat. Respondents reported that it is caused by agro-environmental degradation, and rice 
mills have strengthened supplier assessment in terms of the physical quality of paddy and its 
geographical location. 
The respondent also explained the complexity of relationship commitments in the proximal rural 
space. Local farmer suppliers’ trustworthiness requires the rice mills to be able  to respond to 
stakeholders’ demands immediately. A respondent explained it from three aspects. Firstly, mills in 
the village are expected to give a favour if someone in trouble turns to you, and these helpful acts 
improve the reputation of the business and the community trust it more. Secondly, it is important to 
provide a fair price based on the quality of paddy in the villages, and the sense of fairness among 
rice farmers contributes to trust in the mills. Thirdly, the mills tend to provide a higher price for the 
local farmers, as their social networks and word of mouth help attract more suppliers from longer 
distances. The latent rules have been another source of trustworthiness. On the other hand, the 
respondent also reported the local norms related to expected actions in the social network also exert 
influence on the rice mills. It is widely accepted that there are differences in treating suppliers or 
buyers with close relationships. In order to meet the norms, mills sometimes are forced to pay an 
equal price for the low grade paddy. The unbalanced transactional relationships are rooted in the 
power of social norms. Mills accept a partial loss in order to conform with social expectations. 
At the industry level, the SME-led rice SC reported mixed outcomes on their economic 
sustainability due to the top-down governance structure in which they are embedded. Some SMEs 
reported the negative effects of Sino-grain on economic performance, from three aspects. Firstly, 
Sino-grain upsets the market price of rice, which negatively impacts the profit of the rice industry. 
At the low market price stage, the protected price policy leads to a fixed high price for paddy. The 
SMEs are forced to match the lowest price for fresh paddy. During the price setting period, the 
lowest price prevents the SMEs from raising the price. Secondly, Sino-grain’s monopoly role in 
                                                 
on 30 August 2015. It says: Over six hectares of genetically modified (GM) rice crops were destroyed on July 30 in 
Wuhan, central China's Hubei province, according to the local government. Each grower was compensated the amount 
of about $100 per hectare. The BT63 rice grown in Jiangxia District is popular among farmers because of its pest 
resistance. The farmers, who grew the same GM rice variety in 2010, say the seeds came from "acquaintances" who did 
not provide invoices. This isn't the first time that GM rice had been found in Hubei. News media uncovered the sale of 
experimental GM rice on the local market in May and July. The government said it is tracking the source of the seeds. 
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controlling the flow of raw materials increases the market dependence or vulnerability of SME-led 
rice SC (or rice processing industry). In temporary shortages of fresh paddy, SMEs have to pay a 
higher market price to source paddy from Sino-grain, and higher payments for the paddy squeeze 
the profits for mills. Thirdly, China’s paddy price has remained above the international market price 
for several years, and the distorted market signals encourage illegal imports of rice21. The imports 
make it difficult to rotate the reserves of paddy in Sino-grain, which causes further grain waste due 
to the perishable nature of paddy and the high-level stock.  
Meanwhile, respondents reported that there were some “winners” in the top-down governance 
structure. One respondent from SMEs reported that Sino-grain’s strong capabilities in paddy storage 
and logistics supports its development to some extent. Respondents reported that sourcing paddy 
from Sino-grain is a viable choice for mills with budget constraints, as they can access an indirect 
storage service from Sino-grain (through paddy rotation) rather than building warehouses. Sino-
grain is equipped with high quality warehouses by government subsidies, and the specific assets 
reduce the production costs of SME-led mills without a large investment in warehouses. 
Furthermore, some informants reported on the “opportunities” created by the top-down governance 
structure for some SME-led rice SC. As the branches of Sino-grain face competition in paddy 
storage task fulfilment (for warehouse renting and reputation), cooperation with some local or 
“guanxi-based” SMEs is a widely used strategy. It is reported that the branches of Sino-grain 
entrusted some mills’ warehouses to store their paddy, as the increasing volume exceeded their own 
storage capacities. The entrusted warehouses from these mills (like other SOE-led mills or other 
dragon head enterprises) provide favourable service for mills’ operation. The involvement in 
rotation of central grain reserves activities provides mills with several advantages: reducing the cost 
of raw material logistics, earning rents for warehouses, and ensuring a stable supply of paddy. For 
the SME mills without such specific “guanxi” assets and convenience, their profit margin is 
increasingly squeezed compared with mills with the assets. In addition, some SME-led mills are 
also likely to gain some efficient rent-seeking opportunities. In the interview, one informant 
provided such information. He reported that the warehouse used to source paddy from mills with a 
slightly higher price than procurement price during the time of state grain bureau inspection. After 
inspection, the grain warehouses sold the paddy back to mills at a slight profit. The phenomenon 
                                                 
21 Agricultural imports remained flat until the 2000s but began to rise dramatically by the 2010s, and China has become 
a net importer of rice. This information is confirmed by many studies (Alexandratos & Bruinsma 2012; Gale et al. 
2015). 
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secretly existed in the past, but it is uncertain whether the illegal activities continue to happen 
against the anti-corruption background.  
Social capabilities 
The SME-led rice SCs reported their social capabilities including employment well-being, local 
development, and fairness of marketing. There are some contradictions in the well-being of 
employment in the SME-led rice SCs. Employment well-being is reported from relational and 
structural aspects. From the relational perspective, workers interviewed in the mill make positive 
comments about their personal well-being for several reasons. Firstly, it contributes to off-farm job 
opportunities within walking distance of the home, and they can take care of their families. The 
family friendly working environment provides a high sense of belonging in this work. Secondly, the 
work provides psychological health and extends relationships. As the peer workers are 
acquaintances with a similar background, they are likely to share personal experiences and seek 
support. Thirdly, workers’ satisfaction with employment derives from flexible and free working 
conditions. The work is informal, which provides them freedom to arrange their time rather than 
shouldering the pressure of routine work. The supportive external social networks and workplace 
conditions improve their employment satisfaction.  
One respondent reported that the unbalanced social welfare structure posed some risks or weakness 
in protecting the employment well-being for SME-led rice SCs. Due to the nature of informal (or 
private) business, the workers in the mills are unlikely to get employment welfare, such as 
favourable working conditions and insurance. Even if the mills are interested in buying some 
commercial insurance for workers, there are some institutional barriers. For example, some workers 
in the mill may be over sixty years old, which imposes a much more expensive price to buy group 
insurance. Such a challenging situation is worsened with the increasing shortage of younger 
labourers in the rice industry.  
We are concerned about the employment safety most. If there is a casualty in our employees, 
our mill company have to afford at least 400,000-500,000 RMB as compensation. It means 
that we waste two years’ effort. (In-depth interview with a manager in SME-led rice SCs) 
From the local development perspective, the SME-led rice SCs reported that they have encouraged 
the upgrading of the rice industry, which promotes the development, diversification and innovation 
of related sectors. According to various respondents, rice logistics service, farming equipment shops 
and other agribusinesses like chemical and fertilizer shops, pre-harvesting and harvesting extension 
service have become established around the SME-led rice SCs.  
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Additionally, SMEs reported some problems caused by the governance structure of Sino-grain, 
which concerns power regime and fairness in the rice market. Respondents reported that the threat 
of overstocking of paddy possibly resulted in negative social outcomes in rural areas. Respondents 
reported that some branches of Sino-grain adopted a risk relocation strategy, which increased the 
possibility of mills sourcing inferior paddy. Respondents reported four reasons for paddy quality 
deterioration. Firstly, the overstocking of paddy due to government regulation that Sino-grain has to 
sell at a profitable price. Secondly, some state grain warehouses buy stale grain purposely and 
rename it as fresh rice to make illegal profits. Thirdly, slack supervision leads to the sourcing of low 
quality rice from buyers. Fourthly, inappropriate stock management causes deterioration in rice 
quality due to lack of facilities or supervision.  
There is fifty percent possibility to buy low quality paddy from the grain warehouse. You have 
no choice when there is shortage of paddy for processing in the market. (In-depth interview 
with a manager in SME-led rice SCs) 
Respondents from SMEs reported that the sourcing of low quality paddy in branches of Sino-grain 
imposed economic pressures on their profit and survival. Correspondingly, some SME-led mills are 
likely to have their survival strategies threatened. These respondents indicated that once SMEs 
sourced low quality rice from state grain warehouses, they are unlikely to employ illegal practices 
of adulteration to survive in the wholesale market, where the government has imposed strict 
legislation and transparent inspection. Fortunately, the risk shifting opportunities lie within less-
developed township-based retailers. Hence, the risk management activities increase the possibility 
of food safety issues, and final victims are always low-income consumers in rural and peri-urban 
areas, where levels of government inspection are low. 
It is likely to make some money by selling the rice to township-based retailers, as the 
consumers are not critical on rice quality and taste. (In-depth interview with a manager in 
SME-led rice SCs) 
Environmental capabilities 
Mill managers reported that several factors are important for their capacities to reduce food waste. 
Firstly, proper procurement management helps to prevent deterioration and loss (eating by mice, 
birds). A key informant reported that government has measures to strengthen procurement 
management, which focuses on food safety issues rather than controlling food waste. Mills also 
reported that the concerns on the food waste issues are contingent: it will be a significant concern 
only if the economic benefits are higher than the costs in labour and time.   
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Secondly, technological innovation, especially reusing side-products of paddy, promotes waste 
reduction. Two respondents indicated that although oil processing has promising economic benefits, 
it is not available for mills due to their shortage of capital to obtain appropriate processing 
equipment. Meanwhile, some factories have engaged in the rice oil industry, and they have 
gradually established stable cooperation between various organisations. Respondents suggested that 
these measures are increasingly implemented in modern rice SCs, which promotes SC integration 
and encourages cooperation between members of rice SCs. The transitions require new 
combinations of existing and novel arrangements in modern rice SCs, which raises an issue of how 
mills will acquire and maintain dynamic capabilities in fierce competition. Key informants 
criticised the food waste caused by the overstocking of paddy. The SME-led rice SCs reported that 
the food waste (due to the perishable nature of rice) in the procurement process poses greater 
environmental and economic challenges, and it has limited effects in improving a mill’s food saving 
performance. 
5.5 Community and Supply Chain Interactions 
Capital assets in QF and XH villages and sustainability capabilities in the three types of rice SCs 
indicate the convergence of interests to achieve sustainability-oriented commitments. This section 
makes a synthesis of the interactions between rice farming communities and rice SCs, which reflects 
the vertical and horizontal level interconnections between rice farming villages and rice SCs ( 
Table 5-4).  
Table 5-4 The interactions between rural communities and rice SCs 
 Supply chains’ influence on 
communities 
Communities’ influence on supply 
chains 
Vertical 
level 
Increased price for the local villagers due to 
the competition for paddy supply  
The effectiveness of household and village-based 
agro-environment protection of soil and water 
impacts food quality  
 
 
Horizontal 
level  
Creation of multiple livelihood opportunities 
due to the need for labourers, transport, 
storage and marketing 
The enabling institutions such as the provision of 
credit and accumulated trust ensure the chain 
level operations  
A dynamic geographical place due to the rice 
farming culture and history-based place 
identity linked with cross-level interactions, 
such as rural-urban integration and the global 
rice market 
Cross-sector collaboration in the community 
(such as credit) impacts the rice industrial 
competence 
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5.5.1 Supply chains’ influence on communities  
Firstly, rice SCs created multiple livelihood opportunities for rural communities due to the need for 
labourers, transport, storage and marketing. Rice SCs diversified rural households’ livelihood 
choices and helped to achieve welfare maximisation in rice farming. Despite the incomplete 
government policies in agribusiness sector concerning labour welfare, rice SCs had various 
opportunities to increase welfare of the rural households. The process is accompanied with both 
benefits and conflicts, while coordination is likely to trigger increased social benefits and economic 
development in rural communities.  
Secondly, rice SCs contributed to an increased price for the local villagers due to the formation of 
place identity in the market competition for paddy supply. The rice SCs leveraged the inherent 
value of product, culture and history to increase the benefits, and these increased benefits from high 
quality agri-food flowed to the community. The shared economic benefits involved many 
opportunities to increase the community solidarity. However, the household level agency and 
capabilities for collective action were not mobilised in the two villages. It required new, cross-
cutting forms of social solidarity to unearth latent capabilities of these actors. 
Thirdly, the rice SCs contributed to a dynamic place with cross-level interactions. The rice SCs 
sourced paddy from thousands of rural households rather than specific administrative village 
boundaries. The SME-led rice SCs have involved the rural households in the global rice market 
competition indirectly, as the local rice products faced the market and price pressure from the 
globalised rice industry. The process promoted the need for building collaborative relationships to 
tackle shared challenges. However, government intervention failed to fulfil the market and social 
needs, as it tended to encourage separate efforts rather than collective action. For instance, QF and 
XH villages had convergence of interests across the administrative boundaries, while the 
government sought to achieve sustainability goals within an administrative boundary without 
consideration of the possible effectiveness in inter-related places. Accordingly, the government 
created agro-environment challenges (water pollution), food security and food safety risks in 
villages, when it implemented various programs to achieve environmental sustainability 
commitments and socio-economic benefits.  
5.5.2 Communities’ influence on supply chains 
When synthesising interactions of activities, actors, and resources with chain level capabilities, it is 
clear that three aspects of community context –enabling institutional structure, effectiveness in 
agro-environment protection, cross-sector collaboration - influence sustainability capabilities in rice 
SCs.  
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Firstly, the enabling community institutional structure, such as the accumulated trust and credit, 
influences paddy supply. With the increasing need for cross-organisational collaboration, the 
involvement of a functional community plays an important role for the rice SC development. The 
collective agency and joint action with the community increase chain level capabilities to tackle 
uncertainty in the rice market. This process is connected with innovation, wealth mobilisation, and 
goodwill in an area, which also helps to increase chain level profit margins and leverage the 
efficiency of transaction in the rice SCs. For instance, the self-interested entrepreneurial 
commitments in co-op-led rice SCs rarely brought sustainable benefits, although they had 
opportunities to gain short-term subsidies and economic benefits.  
Secondly, the effectiveness of community level agro-environment protection projects impacted the 
market capabilities of rice SCs, as the desirable place identity turned into an intangible asset and 
market opportunities for rice SC. Rice farming had a range of collaboration for building the 
ecological system (characterised by soil fertility and water quality) and physical system 
(characterised by farming facility construction) to ensure viable rice production. The production 
conditions influenced the profit margins of rice farming, which, in turn, determines the rural 
households’ production initiatives. The reliability of paddy supply regarding quantity and quality 
further impacted the maintenance of brand reputation and profit level of rice SCs in the market. The 
high-quality rice products and stable rice supply determined the viability of rice SCs. The 
community indifference in collective affairs for rice production undermined the market competence 
of rice SCs. The production problems were difficult to resolve at a household level, and the 
community organisation, collaboration and leaderships played a significant role in promoting chain 
wide competence.  
Thirdly, cross-sector collaboration was a significant governance mechanism in tackling 
sustainability challenges. The development of SME-led rice SCs was connected with the diverse 
and innovative economy in the community. The rising new agribusinesses like input sectors and 
logistics played a significant role in improving chain wide efficiency. For example, the logistic 
service sector increased efficiency by investments in energy efficient equipment, greater economies 
of scale, and higher storage capacities. Rural communities played as value creators in the rapid rice 
SC development processes. The rice SCs need a growing community economy to support 
continuous innovation and improvements.  
In summary, sustainability in rice SC network is an emergent process rather than a planned 
outcome. In the dynamic environment, the mutually linked factors complicate the situation to 
achieve sustainability in both rice SCs and rural communities. The sustainability capabilities of the 
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rice SC network come from collective-level efforts. Collective action in the community is likely to 
cope with the impacts of multiple and simultaneous shocks and changes and eliminate the risk of 
policy fragmentation. Community members have the capacity to coordinate and adjust the practices 
in the rice SCs, as individual-level factors may aggregate to the collective level to achieve rice 
industry consolidation. However, the linkages are situational and complex rather than linear, and the 
potentials for joint value creation in the rice SC networks are far from being mobilised. 
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Chapter 6 VEGETABLE SUPPLY CHAIN NETWORKS 
This chapter presents findings in CJ and DL villages and three types of vegetable SCs in the second 
case study. It has four sections. Section 6.1 introduces the background knowledge of the vegetable 
case study through the governance arrangements in the vegetable industry and the social structure of 
rural communities. Sections 6.2 and 6.3 assess the impact of vegetable SCs on community capital 
assets in CJ and DL villages. Section 6.4 examines the structure of vegetable SCs and sustainability 
capabilities in farmer-led, co-op-led and SME-led vegetable SCs. Section 6.5 makes a synthesising 
analysis of the interactions between rural communities and vegetable SCs.  
6.1 Introduction and Background 
Price fluctuation, food safety concerns, and scarcity of farmland resources widely impact the 
transforming horticulture industry in Wuhan. The market fluctuation in Wuhan was primarily 
related to the decreased production capacities in the urban areas (called “village-in-the-city”), which 
was caused by the loss of vegetable farmland due to urban sprawl. In 2010, inflation posed chain 
level challenges to meet food safety and livelihood needs of urban residents. In this context, the 
Wuhan municipal government has a 5-10 year strategy in the horticulture industry, which strives to 
increase the vegetable production capacity, adopt modern facilities (including transportation 
technology, sanitation packaging, storage, and product and packaging appeal), modernise 
management modes and improve the participation of farmers. Government’s renewed interests in 
the vegetable industry not only respond to new social and environmental conditions for vegetable 
production and consumption, but also could be traced back to the “municipal governor 
responsibility” in the previous vegetable basket projects. In the socialist planned economy, the 
municipal government took responsibility for self-sufficiency in vegetable production and 
centralised procurement and monopolised distribution and marketing within the civil jurisdiction. 
Convenient access to fresh vegetables at affordable prices has particular economic importance and 
political sensitivity in the major Chinese cities.  
Current capability building strategy in the vegetable industry puts an emphasis on the development 
of SME-led vegetable SCs, as they have improved vegetable production capacity, advanced 
environmental concerns, and produced higher profits. Modern vegetable SC development is 
promising in Wuhan city due to the large urban population and a local dietary tradition (year-round 
consumption of fresh vegetables, especially the leafy green varieties). Their marketing positions 
may meet consumers’ needs in variety, freshness, scale, convenience and affordability. Meanwhile, 
SME-led vegetable SCs are regarded as an agent for rural development, especially diversifying 
farmers’ sources of income. The development implications primarily derive from international 
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knowledge transferability and the complementary resources between SME-led vegetable SCs and 
rural communities. The thriving SME-led vegetable SCs provide a snapshot of structural adjustment 
and agricultural reforms, which aims to mobilise local and extra-local resources for a win-win 
situation in the horticultural industry and the rural space.  
In other words, creating shared value in agri-food SCs and rural communities is a catalyst for the 
emergence of SME-led vegetable SCs in Wuhan. There are a set of normative and regulatory 
practices, especially more stringent vegetable pricing and quality monitoring, to influence the social 
and environmental conditions of production and consumption. Price stabilisation aims at the 
affordability of fresh vegetable for urban poor, which is achieved through price monitoring in 
subsidised agribusinesses. The vegetable quality surveillance is integrated into the pre- and post-
harvest monitoring through the pollution-free, green and organic food certifications. The quality 
standards are increasingly adopted to improve food safety as well promote product differentiation in 
vegetable produce. Organic farming in SME-led vegetable SC refers to “certified organic”, and 
agribusinesses get several products labelled as “certified organic” from different certification 
bodies. These agribusinesses are required to keep a document trail for audit purposes. In the organic 
farming-oriented production base, agribusinesses choose to convert to organic farming in stages, as 
it is impossible to achieve a rapid conversion of organic farming before products can qualify as 
“certified organic”. Parallel production (producing both organic and green versions of the different 
crops or livestock product in the production base) is reported as a suitable strategy for those with 
few “certificated organic” products during the transition period. 
The capitalist way of vegetable production has gradually transformed the social structure of 
vegetable farming dependent communities. The traditional collective land ownership in the rural 
communities forms a closed development network. The utilisation and investments of capital assets 
are largely self-organising at the community level, which officially excludes external actors. With 
the social transformation related to urbanisation and globalisation (industrialisation), spatial 
interactions require an open social structure to promote collective actions and sustainable 
development in the horticultural industry. In the dynamic social context, the closed social structure 
is regarded as a constraining element for the community and regional development. SCR initiatives 
have arisen as a preferred mechanism to ameliorate rural problems through an open social structure. 
The open social structure in rural communities is much supported by land transferring between rural 
communities and agribusinesses, and community consolidation through external financial funding. 
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The government has begun to gradually introduce formal market mechanisms to capitalise resources 
and assets in rural communities22. SME-led vegetable SCs, as a capitalist way of production (the 
commodification of land assets), open up new fields for cross-sector collaboration in the vegetable 
farming communities. On the one hand, it allows operation rights to be officially transferred at a 
large scale between agribusinesses and rural communities rather than the previous informal 
exchange between villagers. The construction of a large-scale production base reshapes the 
landscape diversity of rural communities, as farmland consolidation expands modernised vegetable 
production on the previous non-vegetable farming land. On the other hand, New Countryside 
Construction (NCC)-related funding is channelled through the fiscal transfer system to change rural 
landscapes. NCC, as part of village and farmland consolidation, will release land for industrial 
development in the region, which turns into financial capital to solve broader socio-economic and 
environmental problems in rural areas. The open community structure is treated as a way to 
mobilise existing capital assets for rural development and provide a viable context for the 
emergence of modernised vegetable SCs. Hence, the dynamic interaction between vegetable SCs 
and the vegetable farming communities indicates the liberalisation process in the agriculture 
industry. Actors, assets, and agency are active in the development process to pursue both the 
personal and organisational level goals. 
6.2 CJ Village 
In 1995, the first round “vegetable basket program” promoted agribusiness-led contract farming in 
Wuhan. The project helped to transform villages from traditional grain crops into specialised 
vegetable production villages. The agribusinesses transferred farmland from the separate 
households and consolidated them into a “production base” with modern facilities. The government 
expected that the modern vegetable SCs would upgrade farming techniques for local farmers and 
the farming facilities investments would improve rural livelihoods by generating more income. As 
the contract farming failed to produce the expected effects, local vegetable farmers experimented by 
planting low-value but easily managing agricultural products like carrots and cabbages. Vegetable 
farmers suffered from great market risks due to volatility and complexity in the vegetable SCs, 
while they lacked capabilities to respond to changes in the horticultural industry.  
CJ village is an administrative village in Jinkou Township with 300 households and 1490 
population. The village, constituted by eight production groups, is located along the provincial 
highway from Wuhan to Jiayu (WU-JIA highway). Rural livelihoods in CJ village have experienced 
                                                 
22Changjiang daily, Wuhan’s agriculture moves towards resources capitalisation road, Wuhan Agricultural Bureau, 
http://www.wuhanagri.gov.cn/government/new_wenzhang.asp?NewsID=51780, Accessed 14 August 2016  
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the same period as mentioned above. Its peri-urban location and convenient transportation also 
helped the resilience of the farmers, as many vegetable farming households had moved to lucrative 
off-farm jobs (in construction and transportation industries). Vegetable production in CJ village had 
fallen over several years. The production farmland had been transferred to another agribusiness, but 
they still lacked proper proposals for farmland utilisation. From 2008, the ongoing urbanisation has 
reduced the vegetable farmland within the central districts of Wuhan, and some migrant vegetable 
farmers in these areas moved into CJ village and transferred the farmland from the agribusinesses. 
Due to the government support in the formation of co-ops, the agribusiness collaborated with the 
migrant farmers to form an integrated co-op-led vegetable SC in CJ village. Meanwhile, as the 
previous vegetable production land was chosen as industrial areas by the newly established General 
Motor Corporation (a multinational company) in Wuhan in 2008, local government started to build 
the new vegetable production base, and more migrant vegetable farming households and multiple 
horticultural production actors have moved in. Land transferring is organised between land 
contractors and renters, and the village committee will provide semi-official evidence of the 
contract. The greenhouse vegetable production innovates the vegetable farming patterns in the CJ 
village and several neighbouring villages, which forms a vegetable and fruit cluster/belt along the 
provincial highway. With financial support from the Agricultural Bureau, a village-owned co-op 
(with a cooling warehouse) was built in CJ village. 
6.2.1 Community capital assets 
This sub-section, based on in-depth interviews with informed people and household interviews with 
farmers, describes the changes of capital assets in CJ village.  
Natural capital  
In CJ village, respondents reported that the co-op-led vegetable SC made full use of farmland in the 
production base, which increased value creation potential in the farmland and retained a good level 
of soil fertility. The farmland impact was connected with a vegetable SC downgrading process, 
which had evolved from large-scale corporate-led farming to small-scale organised household 
farming. Key informants explained that the modernised corporate-led farming was unprofitable, 
which made the agribusinesses vacate the farmland for a long period. 
The community’s living and production environment were reported in good condition with 
government initiatives and residents’ efforts. Informants reported that a municipal level movement 
had promoted environmental optimisation, which was similar to those in QF and XH villages. 
Meanwhile, local farmers and the migrant farmers gave attention to reducing negative impacts on 
ponds and rivers in their daily farming activities. However, the informants from the extension 
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service centre were critical that soil regeneration was achieved through short-term government 
projects each year, and there was no long-term planning.  
Vegetable farmers are well-informed to protect agro-environment, and most rural 
households here are voluntarily engaged in natural resource protection. (In-depth interview 
with an informant from an extension service department) 
Physical capital 
Villagers reported that the agribusiness only invested in farming facilities in the production base, 
while vegetable farming facilities in household farmland were gradually improved through 
collective action and personal investment in CJ village (Figure 6-1). Village leaders reported that 
the transforming greenhouse farming patterns need comprehensive infrastructure supports in 
greenhouse construction, grid, irrigation system and roads, which were unlikely to be solved by 
each household. The team leader reported that the village leader had applied to several government 
projects to build the roads to the farm, the irrigation canals, and power grids. The vegetable industry 
development in the village required government support and collective investments in the farming 
facilities.  
 
Figure 6-1 Farming facilities developed by the agribusiness and rural households in CJ village 
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Despite the infrastructure improvement, farmers reported that they still face services barriers on the 
farm. The village leader indicated that the government and collective investments responded to 
farmers’ requests to improve the production conditions, but they could only fulfil the basic needs of 
modern vegetable farming. A young entrepreneur in a FGD reported that the inadequate farming 
facilities slowed down the development of vegetable industry in the village, as they had to 
accumulate financial capital to invest in farming facilities gradually. The situation also confirmed 
the government strategy in rural development. The living infrastructure investments in community 
facilities were consistent in most villages, while farming facilities are mainly based on personal 
investments and some alternative government projects. In contrast to facility deficiency in the 
village, a government subsidised cooling warehouse had limited chance of taking effect. 
The cooling warehouse will not be used at the moment unless we face the oversupply of 
vegetable produce to reduce risks. (In-depth interview with a village leader) 
Government officers reported that the agribusiness contributed to a field market in CJ village, and 
proposed that it created a network environment to generate sources of value for local farmers. Local 
farmers in a FGD also confirmed the function of the filed market. They reported that the field 
market promoted information exchange, which helped reduce producers cost in buyer seeking and 
price setting. The stable relationships with buyers also increased their knowledge of customers’ 
needs.  
Financial capital 
The impact of the production base on villagers’ economic well-being is interpreted from two 
aspects – land assets, and livelihood choices. Key informants reported that the agribusiness 
contributed to an economic capital package based on a 400 mu farmland transferring contract. The 
villagers could obtain 140,000 RMB land transferring fees for six production groups (one to six) in 
CJ village. The rent was 160 RMB/mu per year for farmers from 1995 to 2010, but it was increased 
to 350 RMB/mu per year recently after negotiation between the agribusiness and the local 
government which represented the interests of the villagers. Informants also reported that although 
the farmland contract stated that farming households could get employment priority in the SME-led 
production base, such working opportunities disappeared with the restructuring of the production 
pattern. As the production base adopts a co-op-led vegetable SC pattern, the organised household 
farming had only a small dependence on recruiting local villagers. 
The restructured vegetable SCs in CJ village (production base and village-based co-op) contributed 
to some underlying conflicts in livelihood choices. The village leader reported that the village-based 
vegetable professional co-op was built in the village as a joint asset, which was likely to improve 
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village level economic development. Some villagers complained of their financial loss in rice 
farming subsidies due to the “official” transition to vegetable farming, while the village-based 
vegetable co-op had some window dressing effects rather than providing real economic benefits for 
the village. 
Social capital 
Key informants reported that the co-op-led vegetable SCs contributed to increased social capital in 
CJ village. Interaction, acceptance, and confidence in modern agriculture and advanced vegetable 
supply chain practices was enhanced. The manager of the co-op reported that the advanced 
production pattern in the co-op-led vegetable SC mobilised local farmers’ initiatives in advanced 
vegetable farming. According to the informant, residents laughed at this capital intensive production 
mode at the beginning, as they doubted the profitability of the technological innovations in “low 
value” vegetable farming. After one to two years’ observation, residents accepted the new 
production pattern and gradually shifted vegetable cropping in the open field to greenhouse 
farming. Local government officers also confirmed that the co-op-led vegetable SC provides 
learning opportunities for farmers in CJ village. They further indicated that modernised farming 
pattern in co-op-led vegetable SCs suited household level experiments and investments. In the 
beginning, the capital-intensive large-scale corporate farming was difficult for local small farmers 
to imitate and to learn from. Agribusinesses tended to fence the farmland for managerial reasons, 
which also increased the physical and psychological distance of modern vegetable farming from 
local farmers. The transition to household farming increased farmers’ affinity to modernised 
greenhouse vegetable farming.  
The large-scale agribusinesses have limited effects on improving farmers' skills. Their 
upgraded production patterns like automatic temperature controlling systems are used for 
window-dressing, which are impossible for farmers to learn. (In-depth interview with a 
manager in the local extension service department) 
Government officers also reported that the co-op-led vegetable SC played a role in increasing 
community harmony in CJ village. As local farmers made wealth generating choices in the 
vegetable farming, they were more engaged in learning and development opportunities rather than 
conflicts in the neighbourhood. Meanwhile, there was a high level of mutual help and 
communication in the community, which helped spread vegetable farming knowledge and 
experience to peers. The harmonious interactional process also promoted village level economic 
development. Local farmers reported that the transition from traditional farming to greenhouse 
farming was a dynamic process with intensive interactions, communication, knowledge acquisition, 
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experimenting and adjustments. Local villagers stressed the engagement in vegetable farming as a 
learning process, while the relationships and knowledge sharing in the village promoted the 
transformations.  
The vegetable farming development mainly depends on local people in the village. One 
person leads another. We learn farming techniques by self-organised experiments, and the 
successful production model drives other villagers’ initiatives in development. (FGD with 
vegetable farmers) 
Government officers further proposed the co-op-led vegetable SC contributed to structural changes 
in this region. They described how local farmers gradually expanded their scope and scale in 
greenhouse vegetable farming. It started from several households’ experiments in a small patch of 
land and expanded to three production groups with hundreds of families. Furthermore, government 
officers indicated that greenhouse vegetable farming was not only widely implemented in the CJ 
village, but it exerted spill-over effects on several neighbouring villages. The former staple farming 
areas had gradually transformed to non-staple agriculture, which had further developed into modern 
high-value horticulture farming including vegetables, fruits, and flowers. It has formed a “Wu-Jia 
(Wuhan- Jiayu) vegetable corridor” along the provincial highway – a cluster of agribusinesses and 
rural households in the horticulture industry. Local farmers reported that they engaged in innovative 
farming patterns to adapt to market opportunities. Some farmers began to transfer land in the village 
to operate large-scale vegetable farming. An intelligent male youth in CJ village had transferred 180 
mu of land for planting fresh soybeans. Some farmers started high-value pheasant farming on the 
farmland. Government officers indicated that the phenomenon is called “radiation effect” of the 
agribusiness in rural development, and structural changes arise from a set of inter-connected 
dynamic business processes and an extended period of continuously advantageous re-combinations. 
Managers in the co-op moved further to indicate the necessity to engage university students in 
innovation of the vegetable industry, which was significant for real structural changes. The 
university students in the co-op-based irrigation innovation project also confirmed that they needed 
to collaborate with the large farmland operations, as the isolated projects and experiments had 
limited effects.  
University students are absorptive to new concepts and ideas. Farmers are old fashioned; 
young people in the village are not capable. Only college students are likely to innovate the 
farming. It is time to support university talents. (In-depth interview with a manager in the 
vegetable co-op) 
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Human capital 
The manager in the co-op reported that the production base (co-op-led vegetable SC) provided 
windows of opportunity to increase local farmers’ vegetable production capacities. Such capacity 
was represented by choice of output pattern, which referred to the ways to organise the vegetable 
production regarding land, labour, technology, information, and marketing. They had adopted short-
term greenhouse leaf vegetable production. Such an intensive vegetable production pattern 
incorporated innovative knowledge and adjustments to climate, land, and market factors. The 
brilliant production design not only shortened the time from planting to harvesting (30 days) but 
also increased diversity of products produced by each household. The intensive production pattern 
contributed to a continuous crop harvesting system all the year round. There were seven to eight 
vegetable crops grown in each land plot every year, which was implemented by rotations, and by 
intercropping of pakchoi and celery in some seasons. 
Most importantly, such production patterns have comparative advantages in the market. On the one 
hand, as the perishable leafy vegetables cannot stand long distance transportation without a cooling 
system (they supply the local market in one or two days), the production base has significant market 
potential due to its geographical location. On the other hand, the output pattern reduces the overall 
market risks, as the short production cycle provides producers with market flexibility. The 
greenhouse vegetables have a high level of gross profit, as the low price in one season can be 
compensated by other seasons. 
Farmers desperately need [market, legislation, development] information and [farming, 
land management, and modern marketing] techniques. Our indigenous techniques are 
acquired through situated learning, which can be expanded to anywhere. (In-depth 
interview with a manager in the vegetable co-op) 
The viable livelihood approach contributes to healthy demographic changes in CJ village. A village 
leader reported that the outmigration of young people rarely existed in this community, as 
livelihood opportunities related to vegetable production have attracted local people to stay in the 
village. Recognising the promise of new farming methods, some entrepreneurship talents in the 
village have started to diversify agriculture. Farmers in CJ village reported that their capability in 
the horticultural industry had increased confidence to expand the production scale gradually. 
Meanwhile, the development prospects in the village have attracted some outside expertise like 
academic staff, university students, and professional migrant vegetable farmers to seek academic or 
commercial opportunities. 
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Cultural capital 
Key informants in the co-op-led vegetable SCs reported that the household production pattern 
adopted a skill-oriented precision farming technology, which included intangible heritage in 
traditional agriculture. The inter-cropping was a traditional farming technique, and it represented an 
effective way to respect the nature of plants and soil. The production innovation derives from 
learning in the vegetable agricultural practices, which requires continuous changes in personal 
concepts and ideas. The exposure to new ideas and new knowledge promoted the farming 
innovation.  
The creative vegetable farming pattern is generated through synthesising different 
information and knowledge. The big city provides various types of interactions and learning 
opportunities. I always attend various trainings and expo, which opens my mind to innovate 
in farming. (In-depth interview with a manager in a co-op) 
However, respondents reported a dilemma in creativeness and risk management in vegetable 
farming. Innovations in agriculture mean opportunities as well as risks, and farmers always face 
compromises between controlling risks and continuous changes.  
Farmers always rely on the small piece of farmland for a living, children’s education, 
medical care, and relationship investments. … Some people [agribusinesses, government 
officers, technical assistants] do not care about the risks, but farmers at the bottom of the 
society are different. (In-depth interview with a manager in a co-op) 
Political capital 
Although CJ village experienced viable economic development, local villagers reported that they 
had limited opportunities in the decision-making of community affairs. The village committee 
indicated that the township government had signed the land transferring contract with an 
agribusiness for 30 years on behalf of the village. The township government could get contract 
management fees of 50 RMB/mu per year, and helped negotiate with the agribusinesses. 
Meanwhile, key informants reported that villagers were largely helping themselves, as government 
provided limited direct support in the production processes.  
The government policies in supporting farming should not pay lip service. The government 
policy supports never reach to rural households, as they all flow to agribusinesses. (FGD 
with local farmers) 
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The villagers reported they had confidence in the community organisation, as the village leader 
made various coordination works in the village. The village authorities organised individual 
villagers to rent land by consolidating their plots into a single unit. Informants also reported their 
dependence on agency support or village committee approval, which increased the mutual trust on 
the informal land transferring contracts. It showed the capacity of the semi-organised community to 
host and support a local level entrepreneurial system.  
6.3 DL Village 
DL administrative village has nine production groups and is located in a hilly area with 800 people 
and 258 households. Rural livelihoods in DL village depend on rice farming, the small portion of 
vegetable farming, piggery farming and off-farm jobs. Rice farming in the village faced irrigation 
problems due to deficiency in facilities and water scarcity. Household vegetable farming was 
constrained by the shortage of infrastructure, land, and market access (including high-quality 
product, information, and marketing). A modernised middle-scale piggery agribusiness in the 
village provided some employment opportunities for rural households with initiative and 
capabilities, but it faced regulatory pressure caused by restrictive environmental regulations to 
control piggery residue pollution. In response to government regulations, the agribusiness promoted 
industry convergence between the piggery and horticulture sectors. It adopted an ecological 
agriculture pattern to recycle piggery manure systematically to fulfil agro-environmental protection 
commitments. To implement the strategy, the agribusiness adopted the capitalist way of vegetable 
production, and transferred the separated farmland from rural households and consolidated it. 
Meanwhile, it engaged government projects on New Countryside Construction (NCC) to relocate 
the separated houses of local farmers to form the large-scale farmland. The economic restructuring 
process not only changed the community economy and social fabric, but also inspired the village 
and four neighbouring villages to advance industry development initiatives. They form a group to 
engage the government and other agribusinesses to invest in the horticultural industry and agro-
tourism development in the area. Such a joint development strategy gradually transforms the poor 
farming-based place to a multi-functional region with a modernised (semi-urban style) living 
environment and a collaborative industry cluster (various forms of collaboration across villages, 
agribusinesses and other public sectors).  
6.3.1 Community capital assets 
This section, based on results of in-depth interviews with informants (agribusiness and village 
committee) and household interviews with farmers, describes impacts of SME-led vegetable SC on 
community capital assets in DL village. 
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Natural capital  
Respondents praised the SME-led vegetable SC contribution to innovative environmental protection 
effects in the village. The SME-led vegetable SC adopted a combined treatment of various waste 
and resources in the production base. As shown in Figure 6-2, the production system derives 
methane from animal waste in the piggery farm (1) to serve household energy needs in the new 
countryside site (2). Meanwhile, it recycles bio-gas residues as organic fertilisers in the vegetable 
farm (3). The biogas residues are used as food for earthworms in an earthworm farm (4). 
Earthworms are cultivated to turn waste into nutrient-rich fertiliser, which is recycled for rice-lotus 
farming (5). Hence, the farming technique reduces contamination to the soil and water ponds, and 
contributes to natural resource conservation. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6-2 Ecological farming system of the production base in DL village 
Meanwhile, the SME-led vegetable SC adopts an integrated ecological farming system to increase 
the eco-efficiency of farming in the village. The organic fertiliser (biogas residues and biogas 
manure) generating from the waste recycling process substituted the use of chemical fertilisers. The 
ecological farming also helped to regenerate the soils, as it would improve soil structure and fertility 
through systematic nutrient cycling. It even reduced the pesticide inputs due to its effects on pest 
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control. Additionally, it promotes the utilisation of green energy - biogas - in the village. The 
informants reported that the plants had about 1400 m3 daily biogas production potential to serve 288 
households, a closed-by manufacturing factory, and other businesses in the collective living area. 
Respondents reported that the SME-led vegetable SC also increased the quantity of farmland 
available, through structural changes. As farmers moved to the collective living site, the fragmented 
housing land was transformed into cultivated land. This measure increases the availability of 
farmland at a village level, as well as national level. Local farmers had a different attitude on the 
growth of the land supply. They reported that the farmland consolidation had limited effects to 
improve agri-food production. As the agribusinesses had limited production capacity, some land 
remained unused.  
Physical capital 
Respondents reported that SME-led vegetable SC improved community infrastructure and services. 
The village leader pointed out various changes in facilities caused by SME-led agri-food SC in the 
village: the high-rise buildings, road infrastructure, recreation facilities, rubbish tips, and sewerage 
treatment for improved living conditions (Figure 6-3). He stressed that the new high-rise house 
construction restructured the traditional small and fragmented living and production pattern, and 
this was the pre-condition for the large-scale of waste recycling and ecological farming. Meanwhile, 
other members within and outside the village started to invest in community shops and restaurants, 
and respondents reported that the business services in the village improved local farmers’ living 
conditions. 
Respondents reported that SME-led vegetable SC increased the investments in farming facilities in 
DL village. The key informant explained that government-agribusiness collaboration promoted the 
farming facilities in the village, and it provided viable conditions for vegetable farming. Especially 
the land consolidation program transformed the 1000 mu fragmented transferring farmland into 
standard production plots. The improved farmland facilities and size are important for modernised 
agricultural purposes. He indicated that this systematic way to recombine or re-bundle land assets 
had great potential to increase the competence of vegetable production in the village. 
 
115 
 
  
Figure 6-3 The traditional village and new countryside construction in DL village 
Financial capital 
Respondents reported that SME-led vegetable SC helped the village to transform the low 
production value farmland into the investment capital. The agribusiness manager linked the strategy 
with the shift towards new land use regime. He stressed that there were great economic 
opportunities in transferring collective farmland. The community development funding came from 
the "created" farmland. He explained that transferring the collective farmland would expand the 
margin of separated household owned farmland and construction land into a complete production 
area. The developed farmland was a significant source of economic benefits. The village leader 
gave a vivid example. If the collective farmland transfer plan could be smoothly pushed forward 
and all the farmers move into high-rise buildings, 600 mu (40 ha) farmland would be created in the 
village. The village could gain economic development funding through the construction land quota. 
Meanwhile, the village could obtain annually 200–300 million RMB revenue from the 2700 mu 
(180 ha) transferred farmland. Meanwhile, the second stage of NCC would gain government project 
funding if it was approved, and the public source of funding was necessary for the community 
development. 
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Respondents reported that SME-led vegetable SC promoted economic restructuring in the village. 
The ecological farming system helped the piggery farm survive in the regulatory environment 23, 
and it provided 60 employment opportunities for local farmers in the village. In addition, the 
ongoing SME-led agri-food SC provided a continuum of overlapping events for the horticultural 
industry in the village. Inspired by the development pattern of the SME-led vegetable SC, the 
village leader formed a village-owned agribusiness to create economic benefits at the community 
level. Based on the improved local economic situation, the village leader made efforts to attract 
outside agribusinesses to invest in the community. It planned to modernise the input factors for 
SME-led vegetable SCs, including food processing, storage and transportation. The village 
committee further reported that it promoted the lease of the collective house estate to private owners 
for community shops and restaurants, and the rents turned into collective income for community 
service provision and economic development.  
Respondents also reported that the SME-led vegetable SC promoted employment in the village, and 
stressed the benefits of stable income from labour work in the production base. This view was not 
aligned with social facts. Local farmers reported that the SME-led vegetable SC has limited 
economic effects on them. Firstly, the land transferring incomes were limited, and those farmers 
who temporarily lost land use rights had increased living costs for that period, as a vegetable 
consumer rather than a vegetable producer. Secondly, the farm work opportunities were insufficient 
to improve local farmers’ income. Some misalignments in recruiting and job seeking seemed to 
exist. Agribusiness managers proposed that local villagers had low enthusiasm for farm work and 
they had to recruit labour in distant villages. The farm management strategy increased the costs and 
decreased efficiency in SME-led agri-food SC, and it further increased challenges of employment 
generation in the village.  
Social capital 
The SME-led vegetable SC promoted various useful external networks to support its development 
in the community. A community member said that viable connections with the commercial banks 
and other public departments helped the new house construction and farmland consolidation in the 
village. The village leader reported that they had connections with planners, research institutions, 
and public departments. He explained that modernised infrastructure building had various 
complicated technical issues, and they needed technical assistance and policy information from 
                                                 
23 In order to promote environmental protection, there were two rounds of government interventions on the piggery 
farming. The first round forced the small-scale piggery farming to leave the administrative area of Wuhan. The second 
round strengthened the environmental protection standards for the middle-scale and large-scale piggery farming. 
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multiple perspectives. The inputs from the external stakeholders helped assess potential advantages 
and risks in the projects systematically, and increase the feasibility of the community planning. The 
involvement of the public departments further increased the legitimacy of the ongoing community 
planning projects. 
The public agencies had various project assessments concerning its suitability for funding. 
The process forced us to think about many questions. “What are our goals and aims?” 
“What do we want to accomplish?” “What could we contribute to… ?” These questions 
helped us think and act strategically. (In-depth interview with the village leader) 
Respondents also reported the formation of SME-led vegetable SC contributed to increasing 
connections between the village committee and community members. The village leader explained 
that the construction of SME-led agri-food SC required the support of community members, and the 
village committee had purposively rebuilt the poor sense of belonging among the villagers. The 
community construction processes were achieved through building farmland resource distribution 
among households. The process increased the village committee’s capabilities in conflicts 
resolution and authority in community affairs. Meanwhile, the village committee had strong 
initiatives to provide financial assistance to disadvantaged families with health problems or other 
setbacks and joined the individual household's celebrations for weddings, funerals and opportunities 
to attend the university in the village. 
Local farmers reported they have limited social connections with neighbours and agribusinesses in 
their economic affairs. The village committee indicated that the SME-led agri-food SC recombined 
various capital assets to upgrade vegetable SC development. The improved farmland facilities and 
size provide opportunities for modernising agricultural procedures. The modern agri-food SCs 
require individual farmers to collaborate for shared benefits. But local households tended to perform 
as independent economic units, and there was no comprehensive vision on community economic 
development. The local agribusiness also confirmed that they faced challenges to build 
collaborative relationships with the local villagers, and expected that fulfilling local farmers’ 
economic and social needs in daily life would encourage their initiatives and support in the SME-
led vegetable SC. 
Human capital 
Land use regime changes contributed to mixed human capital outcomes at the village level. Key 
informants reported that the institutional context encouraged SME-led vegetable SC development, 
and the village leader combined “fragmented” government policies to form an overall plan for 
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village transformation. The integrated community planning bridged the separation between the 
industry development and the community development. The systematic way focused on the 
accumulation of external opportunities and inputs factors to form an SME-led vegetable SC and the 
support community ecology. 
The village leader reported that the development of the SME-led vegetable SC gradually changed 
the traditional vision or views on the community, and increased their confidence in community 
development. He further reported that the improved living environment through NCC had potential 
to attract young people to return to the village gradually. On the contrary, villagers said that 
household division of labour was still a viable livelihood choice, and there were limited 
opportunities for the younger generations in the existing community economic structure. 
Farmers reported that the SME-led vegetable SCs had restructured and upgraded the community 
farming facilities, but it failed to improve their vegetable production capabilities. A key informant 
confirmed that the modernised agriculture suffered some dissonances in the implementation 
process. Vegetable farming practices required the use of intensive labour as well as management 
practices that can operate at the optimal size for a farm unit. As local villagers lacked exposure to 
modern agriculture and training in management expertise, the farm management was ineffective. 
The labour shortage in the community further obstructed the SME’s efforts to adjust to large-scale 
farming, so the agribusiness kept some farmland vacant to reduce potential farming risks. The 
cooperative land resource utilisation tended to strengthen rural hollowing. In other words, the 
collective land use turned into a trap rather than a window of opportunity for community 
development. 
Cultural capital 
Respondents reported that the resource recycling style of vegetable production was drawn from 
traditional farming heritage, and the traditional farming wisdom helped the village response to 
environmental problems in the vegetable industry. It was also a creative response to the rapid 
globalisation and changing patterns of agri-food consumption and production. The respondents 
explained that they have much exposure and experience in this environmentally friendly farming. 
The systemic way of thinking about the balance and recycling of the inputs and outputs is a basic 
rule in Chinese traditional agriculture, as the components are not treated in isolation.  
Local villagers reported that the agribusiness and the village committee adhered to social norms like 
reciprocity and mutual help in daily life, and this strategy contributed to reducing institutional 
constraints or risks in the development of the SME-led vegetable SC. The agribusiness in DL 
village confirmed that community-based issues were critical to reduce conflicts in the village 
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context. Moreover, the business compliance with social norms created a harmonious task 
environment. The interdependence between agribusiness and villages called for long-term 
commitments to make a meaningful social impact, and moral responsibility was based on social 
norms rather than laws. For example, demolition of housing changed many traditional elements of 
rural lifestyle and culture, as well as farmers’ rights and interests. Land contract changes need to 
attune to the evolving social concerns and problems, like gender-based distribution of land assets. 
The rural-rooted agribusiness stressed connections between responsible practices and mutual 
prosperity. Although the respondents have incentives to transform the small family culture to a big 
family culture, they have various constraints to promote the cooperation among separated 
households for collective well-being. 
As a relative wealthy capable person, villagers will expect you to provide possible economic 
and social support for villagers in trouble. Any self-interest practices are illusory and 
ultimately temporary. I do not plan to make our business larger, but I hope it could survive 
much longer. Our commitment is survival through mutual help and cooperation with local 
farmers. (In-depth interview with the leader from the agribusiness) 
Political capital 
Respondents reported that the development of SME-led agri-food SCs encouraged villagers’ 
engagement in the community restructuring processes. Firstly, as the land-based rural restructuring 
changed the living styles and the sources of income in local residents, various democratic decision-
making processes were adopted to increase the legitimacy of the development planning. Secondly, 
the agribusiness had a land transferring contract with villagers, and the contract helped to negotiate 
on individual’s concerns in housing building and land use. The manager in the agribusinesses 
stressed their efforts to follow legislative requirements on the land replacement during the NCC. 
Villagers confirmed that their preference towards low-rise building was directly reflected in the 
construction planning, and each household in the first NCC project gained a two-storey building 
along the road. At the second stage of NCC, the democratic processes contributed to full 
community interaction and concerns. Villagers reported that land right conflicts inhibited the 
process, as it was difficult to respect every villager’s will and choices in village relocation. 
Although the village faced complex and highly technical decision-making processes and challenges, 
most villagers believed that the village committee would be able to find possible solutions for these 
issues. Other villagers indicated that the democratic processes provided limited benefits for them, as 
they had to make a compromise considering that the village committee impacted their future 
development opportunities.  
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Village committee firstly organised production group leaders (villager delegates) to have a village 
meeting and then arranged group leaders to give each household information on the objectives of 
the program and obtain their views. Once 70 percent of families in a production group sign the 
contract, it is feasible to move the households to the new living location. The procedures also adhere 
to Village Committee Organisation Law. (In-depth interview with the village leader) 
In summary, the capitalist vegetable SCs had contributed to different development dynamics in the 
two villages. As shown in Table 6-1, the semi-organised modernisation in CJ village, through the 
transferring of land assets, contributed to an open social structure, which further impacted the stocks 
of farming facilities, economic opportunities, new social relationships and government investments. 
The interactions with migrant, local rural households, as well as regional development 
opportunities, further reshaped individual and collective social, human and cultural resources in the 
rural households, such as the learning of market and technical knowledge, and the formation of 
entrepreneurial commitments. The proactive approach to development improved the individual and 
community well-being. In DL village, the systematic farmland transfers to build SME-led vegetable 
SCs contributed to fundamental changes in community infrastructure, facilities, economic structure, 
and industry convergence. In this process, various aspects of social capital and political capital were 
purposively built to avoid conflicts and risks caused by formal institutional arrangements and 
village level norms. But the low level of connections, trust, farming and market knowledge for rural 
households increase livelihood uncertainties and development challenges in the community. 
Table 6-1 The development dynamics in CJ and DL villages 
 CJ village DL village  
Context / process  Development patterns  Development patterns 
 
 
Environmental 
capital  
physical capital,  
financial capital  
social capital  
political capital 
Semi-organised modernisation 
 
Farmland transferring resulting in the 
changes of economic structure, farming 
facilities, economic opportunities, new 
social relationships and government 
investments 
 
Systematically planned 
modernisation 
Farmland transferring resulting in 
fundamental changes on community 
infrastructure, facilities, economic 
structure, and industry convergence  
Building social capital with external 
agency and rural households to increase 
their support of the development plan 
 
Social capital  
human capital  
cultural capital  
economic capital 
 
Proactive approach to development  
The formation of new types of social 
capital (interactions among migrant and 
local rural households and integration with 
regional changes), improved human capital 
(production capacities, farming techniques 
and market information, and risk reduction 
methods) and cultural capital (agency of 
self-learning/experiment, mutual influence, 
and entrepreneurial commitments) 
promoting individual and collective 
economic development  
Inactive approach to development  
Low-level organising, technical and 
market knowledge provision increased 
livelihood uncertainty and the 
development challenges in the community.  
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6.4 Vegetable SC Network: Structure, Capabilities, and Conflicts 
6.4.1 The structure of vegetable SCs  
Based on walking the chain observation and interviews, in-depth interviews and FGDs, the study 
explains product flow and the structure of social relations in farmer-led, co-op-led, and SME-led 
vegetable SCs. This sub-section introduces results related to the three types of vegetable SCs.  
Farmer-led vegetable SCs 
The farmer-led vegetable SC is mainly organised by individual households from input investments 
to downstream marketing. There are limited supports from external organisations, besides 
government public investments on basic infrastructure like channels, roads and electricity. The 
extension departments play a role to monitor the food quality through recording on the inputs. 
Similar to the upstream, the section of the farmer-led vegetable SCs are hampered with a poor 
physical condition. This situation is vividly described by Zhang and Pan (2013, p. 501), who 
indicate that the retailing is achieved through “tents on the streets or temporary sheds, and the floor 
was always wet from the spraying of vegetable and littered with waste”. The farmer-led vegetable 
SCs in Wuhan are gradually consolidated by government financial investments, which aims at 
improving their capabilities to serve market demands. 
Co-op-led vegetable SCs 
The co-op-led vegetable SC in CJ village is connected with an innovative internal governance 
pattern, which is known as “agribusinesses+ production base + co-op + farming households”. In this 
mode, the agribusiness transfers the village collective farmland (with the help of the local 
government), and it consolidates the plots into a standard unit and owns the management rights of 
the modernised production base. Rather than directly engaging in vegetable production, the 
agribusiness re-transferred the farmland to migrant farmer households in organised in a co-op. The 
co-op pays 600-1000 RMB/mu land rent to the agribusiness per year, and the agribusiness provides 
supporting activities for the co-op vegetable SC, such as farming infrastructure construction, 
farming techniques or training, market information, and regulations on food monitoring if 
necessary. It also plays a role as reputational broker to apply for government projects and funding in 
supporting both SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs. Rural households in the co-op have full 
freedom to produce and market their agricultural products. 
Despite different farmland ownership patterns, farmer-led and co-op-led vegetable SCs have an 
overlapping vegetable marketing pattern. As shown in Figure 6-4, the two types of vegetable SCs 
sold vegetables through the village-based field market that was built by the agribusiness. According 
to the interviews with twenty seven rural households, most of them (78 percent) sold their fresh 
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vegetable to wholesalers and retailers in the field market, and a small portion of rural households 
(18.5 percent) sold fresh vegetable produce to the retail market or consumers directly. The field 
market increases the efficiency of coordination in farmer-led and co-op-led vegetable SCs. 
Specially, the rural households said that the field market contributed to convenient transactions 
(48.1 percent), stable relationships (40.7 percent), favourable price (7.4 percent), and the large 
quantity of procurement (3.7 percent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6-4 The farmer-led and co-op-led vegetable SCs in CJ village 
SME-led vegetable SCs 
The walking-the-chain observations and interviews, and in-depth interviews, showed that the SME-
led vegetable SCs mainly serve the high-value market with green and organic vegetables. Rather 
than supplying the traditional wholesale and retailing markets, the SME-led vegetable SCs have 
built their own retailing market channels. The marketing segments include community fresh shops 
(located within the high-rise living buildings in urban areas), premium restaurants, home delivery 
schemes, and field supermarkets (vegetable and fruit retailing shops in the modern production base, 
with their own food shops, restaurants, and recreation facilities for agro-tourism). For SME-led 
vegetable SCs, the supermarket is an unfavourable market channel due to the food lost in the 
transportation and various operational costs. According to the SME-led vegetable SCs, 
supermarkets rent their shelf space to vegetable suppliers rather than buying vegetables from them. 
Co-op-led vegetable 
production  
Farmer-led vegetable 
production  
Field market 
Consumers 
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SMEs pay a variety of entrance fees, slotting fees24 and promotion fees to supermarkets in order to 
put their vegetables on shelves. The traditional wholesale market is an alternative choice during the 
high harvesting period, as the price in the traditional wholesale market is much lower than their own 
marketing channels (Figure 6-5). 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6-5 SME-led vegetable SCs 
The SME-led vegetable SCs have various strategies to enhance consumers’ trust in food safety. 
Firstly, most SME-led vegetable SCs have intermediaries like logistic centres (in two 
agribusinesses), and packaging and labelling system (in two agribusinesses) to monitor the whole 
chain. Secondly, they collaborate with the government programs in the community development, 
including New Countryside Construction and eco-agro-tourism programs, to restructure the rural 
landscapes. The horizontal community integration, through the consolidated farmland and living 
house reallocation, enables the ecological production system formation in SME-led vegetable SCs. 
                                                 
24 Slotting fees are fixed fees paid to retailers by manufacturers in return for stocking new products on a trial basis. The 
slotting fee paid by SMEs is regarded as the price of supermarket brand or the brand equity, as the supermarket sale 
symbolises the high quality of agricultural products in China. 
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Moreover, the systematically planned living and farming environment is an easy way to improve 
consumers’ trust in food quality. The two programs are also regarded as integrated development 
strategies to improve farmers’ incomes and solve overlapping environmental and social problems in 
rural place. The changes in villages help the SME-led vegetable SCs to coordinate “organic” or 
“green” vegetable production, organisational systems and entire chain structures.  
The next three sub-sections, based on in-depth interviews and FGDs, examine different 
sustainability capabilities in three types of vegetable SCs. The key aspects are summarised in Table 
6-2.  
Table 6-2 Sustainability capabilities in farmer-led, co-op-led and SME-led vegetable SCs 
 Farmer-led vegetable SCs Co-op-led vegetable SCs SME-led vegetable SCs 
 
Economic 
capabilities  
Viable household income 
due to hard-working, 
stable relationships with 
risk and rewarding sharing 
 
Increasing collaboration to 
respond to middlemen’s 
bargain pressure and 
power 
Viable income due to 
household level production 
capacities, improved farming 
infrastructure investments and 
the positive influence of 
agribusinesses on market 
information  
 
Organised household farming 
by the co-op increasing 
household agency, decreasing 
potential conflicts on contract 
implementation, promoting 
collective action for food 
safety monitoring  
Low profit or limited 
economic competence from 
green and ecological farming 
due to institutional 
intervention, human resource 
provision, and shortage of 
expertise  
 
Industry convergence through 
agro-tourism to link customers 
with the rural place, and 
increase trust in food quality  
 
 
Social 
capabilities  
Positive condition of 
health and personal 
relationships  
 
Entrepreneurial 
commitments in talented 
youth to organise 
vegetable farming 
Farming skills, confidence, 
new ideas for development, 
indigenous knowledge 
sharing, organisational level 
formal training  
 
Purposive social exclusion 
(reducing connections with 
local rural households to avoid 
potential conflicts in land 
leases) 
Interactions between 
customers and SME-led SCs 
increasing customers’ trust, the 
cultural ideas, and rural 
households’ exposure to the 
market to modify livelihood 
choices 
 
  
Environmental 
capabilities 
Farmer’s voluntary 
engagement in agro-
environment protection 
 
The government measures 
to reduce environmental 
risks by controlling input, 
the subsidies for organic 
fertiliser and collective 
rubbish cleaning  
Resource and waste control 
through modern farming 
facilities due to the 
collaboration with a research 
institute  
 
With a narrow focus on the 
farm through the traceability 
system, while ignoring the 
regional water pollution  
Integration with the 
government planning to 
increase agro-environment 
protection for brand building  
 
Ineffective control of food loss 
by measures of the cold chain 
 
The shortcomings in agro-
environment protection 
increasing potential food 
safety risks  
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6.4.2 Farmer-led vegetable SCs 
Economic capabilities 
Vegetable farmers in the farmer-led vegetable SCs reported that they have viable income from 
vegetable farming, as the greenhouse farming provides year-round harvest. Generally, the net 
income of a rural household is around 50,000 – 100,000 RMB per year, which was much higher 
than some off-farm jobs. Some households with large scale operation were likely to gain 200,000 
RMB per year. Vegetable farmers reported the sustained development of farmer-led vegetable SC 
derived from various factors, including a willingness to work hard, and stable, reciprocal and 
collaborative relationships in transactional activities. For instance, farmers said that their risk-
sharing practices for middlemen (wholesaler or retailer) had positive effects on the continuity of 
relationships, or by gaining some material or emotional support. On the other hand, some 
respondents indicated that local farmers started to collaborate in vegetable marketing and logistics 
in response to the middlemen’s bargaining pressure and power in the chain. 
Social capabilities  
In the farmer-led vegetable SCs, farmers’ well-being is mainly reflected by the stocks of physical, 
financial, and human capitals and related social support in the village. Most farmers proposed that 
the provision of local infrastructure is an issue affecting their well-being, and respondents primarily 
reported hardship in the labour-intensive vegetable farming. Respondents tended to have different 
views on their personal health: some said that they suffered career-related diseases, while others 
reported that vegetable farming promoted their mood and health. Vegetable producers reported that 
they have a good structure of contacts with friends, relatives, neighbours and technical providers. 
Another critical issue related to social sustainability in farmer-led vegetable SCs was 
entrepreneurial commitments on the part of local youth talent in the village. For example, a talented 
young man in CJ village transferred village level farmland to bring together fragmented households. 
The profitability of the organised farming promoted efficiency and effectiveness in income 
generation. But the leadership of talented youth was still limited, as they lacked financial resources 
or gained limited government support. The existing policies and arrangements tend to exclude these 
valuable human resources rather than encourage innovative business and social supports to organise 
and stimulate the human assets. 
Environmental capabilities  
Farmer-led vegetable SCs reported voluntary agro-environmental protection practices. One manager 
from the local extension service reported that it was easy to monitor food safety issues in CJ village, 
as local farmers had high-level acceptance of green farming due to tens of years’ exposure to it. He 
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explained that farming households were engaged in agro-environment management for economic 
benefits. Local farmers confirmed that they are involved in pesticide bag collection voluntarily, as 
the pesticide packages were likely to impact vegetable growth. Another informant further indicated 
that the attachment to place improves farmers’ initiatives in pollution reduction. The sense of place 
also reinforced social norms to follow in actions, and peer pressure towards irresponsible daily 
affairs.  
If others (neighbouring households) collect rubbish in their lands, it is shameful to fail to do 
it. (Household interview with a vegetable producer) 
A district government officer further reported that the municipal government had implemented 
various measures to increase environmental sustainability of farmer-led vegetable SCs. The 
government efforts included strict control over selling of chemical inputs at the input market (for 
instance, high toxic pesticides were prohibited from sale in its administrative boundary), 
government subsidies for the utilisation of organic fertilisers, and collective rubbish cleaning to 
reduce potential pollutions. Rather than reduction of the use of pesticides and fertilisers, 
government gave priority to reducing the toxicity of inputs. He expressed doubt about the 
effectiveness of farmers’ voluntary engagement in the agro-environment protection and indicated 
the need for the local government to monitor pesticide utilisation for food safety. 
6.4.3 Co-op-led vegetable SC  
The co-op-led vegetable SC links the fragmented migrant rural households to a cooperative 
network, which forms a collaborative relationship with the agribusiness with rights to use farmland 
in CJ village. The co-op-led vegetable SC is more organised than traditional farmer-led vegetable 
SC, but it is less vertically integrated compared with SME-led vegetable SCs. This section presents 
the sustainable performance of co-op-led vegetable SC in CJ village. 
Economic capabilities 
The co-op-led vegetable SC reported viable economic benefits and cost structure for both individual 
rural households and also collective benefits. At household level, respondents indicated that they 
operated at high-level efficiency in farming regarding planting, irrigation, harvesting, and 
transportation due to the agribusinesses’ systematic investments in infrastructure (including the 
consolidated farmland, road, irrigation facilities, existing houses and market facilities). Meanwhile, 
the established marketing channel, with the influence of the agribusinesses and the convenient 
transportation, exerted positive impacts on product flow, information flow, capital flow, and 
relationships sequentially or simultaneously. 
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At the collective level, the co-op-led vegetable SC explained their higher economic capabilities than 
the SME-led large-scale contract farming from three aspects. Firstly, household farmers have more 
incentives in the farm jobs than labour workers in the collective operation pattern, so they have 
higher efficiency in farm management25 and production. Secondly, negotiation based household 
marketing reduces the conflicts in product-based contract farming. Respondents reported that in the 
household production- agribusiness procurement pattern, the contract farming suffers poor 
implementation of contracts. Agribusinesses procure part of farmers’ product during the low price 
period, and farmers need to seek other ventures for selling. In the high price period, farmers chose 
to sell agricultural commodities to other buyers for more profit rather than to the firms. The poor 
compliance with the contract failed to secure interests on both sides. Thirdly, the co-op takes 
collective action to monitor food safety, which is attractive to buyers who are looking for ways to 
ensure traceability and reduce transaction costs. The co-op plays the main role in the dissemination 
of information relating to food safety standards, and the co-op also enforces the group rules in 
compliance with strict agri-food safety laws and regulations.  
Social capabilities 
The co-op-led vegetable SC reported that it promoted farming knowledge creation and sharing in 
the production base in several ways. Firstly, the migrant rural households had years of experience in 
vegetable farming, so they are highly responsive to monitoring varying levels of input factors and as 
a consequence different output levels. Their experience is a significant source of knowledge in 
vegetable production, and localised efficient production patterns are more likely to spread among 
other co-op members. Secondly, social interaction leading to socialisation among co-op members 
provides valuable means of supporting the creation and sharing of knowledge. Thirdly, the re-
established organisational structure provides not only informal but also formal systems to create and 
share knowledge. It is reported that various types of official training are available in the co-op 
annually, despite vegetable farmers having limited interest in them26. The manager in the co-op 
reported that the training provided some theoretical knowledge for farmers and expanded their 
outlooks.  
                                                 
25 Conflicts in contract farming in terms of vegetable standards and price reduce farmers’ income and cause some 
unhappiness. 
26 Three reasons are reported: firstly, the training provides more theoretical knowledge than practical techniques that 
suit farmers. Secondly, as the vegetable farming is a labour intensive practice all the year round, farmers are too busy to 
get training. Thirdly, the mismatch between training in knowledge of new technologies and practices reduces farmers’ 
trust in training. 
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The co-op members also reported that the production pattern is an intangible personal asset. They 
reported that farming skills provided them with a sustainable livelihood choice, and they could use 
the technical expertise to any contingent situations. Further, they have the confidence to tap into 
new ideas and specialised skills for future development. They argued that modernised technical 
expertise in farming has great potential in the less developed areas, as it can be implemented to 
transform the old fashioned traditional farming in their home towns. 
The co-op-led vegetable SC suffers two problems in improving the well-being of SC actors. Firstly, 
co-op members reported that although the agribusinesses has invested in improvement of 
agriculture conditions in a systematic way, the scientific design and re-construction of the farming 
facilities are not efficient and user-friendly enough. There is continuous optimisation potential in 
the farm management for farmers’ welfare, while these improvements are difficult to achieve 
without support from agribusinesses. Secondly, the co-op-led vegetable SCs are weak in connecting 
with local farmers. Although the co-op-led vegetable SC is expected to increase local income and 
employment, farmers from CJ village are excluded from their transferred farmland and the 
organised vegetable production. This phenomenon exists widely in the nearby areas. According to 
government officers, the co-op-led vegetable SC purposely reduces connections with local residents 
to avoid potential conflicts in land leases. 
Environmental capabilities  
The co-op-led vegetable SC reported that they improved effectiveness in controlling waste and 
pollution by providing modern facilities and involving various significant stakeholders. They 
reported experimenting with a key environmental friendly farming technique - automatic control 
devices for integrated water and fertiliser irrigation. The university entrepreneur also confirmed that 
such an instrument has high potential to reduce the use of water and fertilisers, and Wuhan 
municipal technical bureau encouraged its development for eco-efficiency. Meanwhile, a 
traceability system has been establishing to improve transparency of environmental responsibility, 
as well as agri-food quality regarding the production process (environment and inputs). District 
government officers also confirmed the efforts towards the use of technology for environmental 
sustainability, as they reported that the government was thinking about a compulsory traceability 
system to improve monitoring the food safety and environmental performance in the co-op-led and 
SME-led vegetable SCs. They explained that the technically-based solutions are being used because 
they are the most promising way of conserving agro-environmental resources, while the co-op-led 
and SME-led vegetable SCs have enough financial capital, human capital, and political capital to 
pursue positive environmental responsibility through modern facilities.  
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There is a dilemma in environmental sustainability in the co-op-led vegetable SC, as well as the 
farmer-led vegetable SC in CJ village. Government officers linked product-related environmental 
sustainability to uncontaminated soil, decreased use of fertilisers and pesticides and toxicity issues 
within the community boundary, while trans-boundary water pollution (polluted water flows from 
XH village) has received less attention in the agro-environmental protection projects. The 
limitations of basing agro-environment protection within administrative boundaries has been widely 
acknowledged in the policy agenda (He et al. 2012), while multi-dimensional and comprehensive 
measures in agro-environmental protection were not proposed by the government officer and chain 
actors 
6.4.4 SME-led vegetable SCs 
The SME-led vegetable SCs have introduced new productive factors to create a viable agro-ecology 
compared with farmer-led and co-op-led vegetable SCs, but they faced various socio-economic 
challenges. This sub-section provides a holistic assessment of the sustainable capability in SME-led 
vegetable SCs from the economic, social and environmental aspects.  
Economic capabilities  
Limited economic competence of SME-led vegetable SCs has challenged the conventional wisdom 
of SC modernisation. Their low profit level with resulting vulnerability is a complicated issue. 
SME-led vegetable SCs reported that the horticultural industry is dynamic, and the volatility and 
complexity increase SC frailty. Notably, the benefits related to the product (green farming) and 
process upgrading (such as modern production, and the use of modern facilities for the 
transportation of fresh vegetable) seem to be offset by several structural factors: institutional 
intervention, human resource provision, and expertise knowledge management. Informants reported 
that three key chain-wide challenges impact the economic potentials of SME-led vegetable SCs. 
Firstly, respondents reported institutional interventions in SME-led vegetable SCs from formal 
government processes and informal social norms in the village. Most managers from agribusinesses 
proposed that government subsidies play a significant role in allowing SMEs to respond financial 
constraints in the business operations especially for infrastructure construction, and improvements 
of facilities.  
Without government subsidies, our agribusinesses will suffer greater financial pressure. (In-
depth interview with a manager in an SME-led vegetable SC) 
A recurrent theme in the interviews was a sense amongst interviewees of dominant government 
power in the vegetable basket project. Respondents felt that governments overuse their economic 
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development power (through industry projects) to distribute the tasks of greenhouse construction in 
agribusinesses. Government interventions not only lead to over-investments but also impose 
excessive financial burdens on agribusinesses. A respondent from an SME-led vegetable SC 
reported that exclusion or marginality in the government program is not necessarily 
disadvantageous, as the ambitious government planning leads to a large portion of unused farming 
facilities in the production bases (Figure 6-6). 
Corporates will automatically build greenhouses if they need them. The government should 
not entice corporates to make them by economic benefits. (In-depth interview with a 
manager in an SME-led vegetable SC) 
 
Figure 6-6 Vacant greenhouses and warehouses in some SME-led vegetable SCs 
Local community norms also play a significant role in shaping economic sustainability of SME-led 
vegetable SCs. It is reported that SME-led vegetable SCs face various cultural difficulties in 
engaging with the community. Some agribusinesses were struggling in seeking ways to reduce risks 
arising from interactions with rural communities. Tenure insecurity is a problem for most 
agribusinesses that transfer the collective owned farmland in villages. The formal contract between 
agribusinesses and the communities makes it hard to resolve economic conflicts, as it is difficult to 
manage the antagonistic relationships between them. The conflicts in land transferring contracts 
obstruct the potential for cooperation in vegetable production. Meanwhile, changing sub-culture at 
the community level has negative economic consequences. Village-based informants suggested that 
a similar sub-culture provides community-based business with a more workable collaborative 
climate than imported agribusinesses enjoy. The eroding of trust between villagers and 
agribusinesses poses tremendous challenges for coordination. 
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Secondly, SME-led vegetable SCs reported the misalignments between development needs and 
human resources provision eroded chain-wide competence. It is reported that human resource 
shortages, regarding quantity and quality of specialised farm management, agribusiness 
management and marketing, decrease the efficiency and effectiveness of modernised SME-led 
vegetable SCs. As reported by the agribusinesses, the majority of workers recruited in SME-led 
vegetable SCs were farmers over 60 years old with a low level of skills and working initiatives (low 
cognitive capabilities in development and they are not committed to the jobs). SME-led vegetable 
SCs also reported that they have difficulty in recruiting talent with requisite skills for agribusiness 
management and vegetable marketing27. The weak community autonomy and inadequate supporting 
actors in vegetable farming pose challenges for modernised vegetable SCs with creative production 
design, tailored to a particular situation. 
Thirdly, SME-led vegetable SCs reported that a wide range of expertise was required: knowledge of 
customer management, market demand management, awareness of innovative mechanisms that 
impact the chain-wide capabilities, effectiveness and efficiencies. A manager from an SME-led 
vegetable SC reported that consumers are ill-equipped with knowledge on environmentally friendly 
farming, so they do not send signals to the market that encourage organic farming to thrive. This 
view was further interpreted by another interviewee, who commented on the deficiency of the 
public sector’s role in promoting the stock and flows of public health knowledge among customers. 
The knowledge transparency in the broad social context may strengthen consumers’ involvement 
and help the expansion of the organic horticultural industry. 
Although consumers have increased income, their consumption behaviours seem to be out-
dated with a preference on a lower price. Price competition drives fraudulent organic 
brands in a turbulent market, which inhibits trust building in vegetable SCs. (In-depth 
interview with an informant in an SME-led vegetable SC) 
Another informant proposed that agribusinesses faced complexity in tackling information and 
knowledge related to market demands, and imperfect market information prevents enterprises 
improving their earnings. It was reported that information asymmetry enticed agribusinesses to 
                                                 
27. Several managers proposed that capable sellers are equipped with excellent communication skills to touch customers, 
and comprehensive knowledge relating to farming, nutrition, and cuisine. A host of respondents reported that university 
students are indifferent toward agriculture-related entrepreneurship. Several factors contribute to this phenomenon. One 
prominent factor is that the limited facility development in rural areas tends to frighten university talents, also gives this 
career a bad reputation. Another possible explanation is that the limited economic incentives, the high level of financial 
risks, and lack of confidence impact initiatives in the modernised vegetable SC.  
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grow the same crop and harvest at the same time resulting in low prices. Respondents said that they 
hoped the government would start providing information to reduce this widespread blind behaviour 
in order to balance the structural over-supply in the “liberal” vegetable market.  
Agribusinesses suffer great market risks. One prominent phenomenon is that the returns 
depend on God (chance). If the vegetable is in low supply in the market, you will make 
money. Otherwise, the firm will lose a lot.” (In-depth interview with an informant in an 
SME-led vegetable SC) 
An informant criticised the government’s dominant role in the innovation processes and said that 
the innovations are always divorced from local reality, with little practical effects. The lack of a 
work environment that facilitates and nurtures collaboration makse it difficult for agribusinesses to 
access feasible innovations to improve their competence. Most innovation is the result of the 
gradual and fragmented process of cumulative experience and practice in individual agribusinesses. 
SME-led vegetable SCs reported that horticultural industry development faced structural challenges 
to coordinate various innovative factors for desired outcomes, rather than the single problems like 
finding profitable opportunities, accessing technical assistance, or expanding the scale of 
production. 
Social capabilities  
SME-led vegetable SCs reported on the social performance from inter-organisational interactions in 
the chain, which contributed to differential advantages (brand equity for customers), accrued 
cultural capital, and collaborative networking. Several agribusinesses reported that the agro-tourism 
is a fundamental value creation mode, although it has a small portion of the profit. Specifically, 
agro-tourism is a means of being actively involved in the development of rural communities and 
ultimately promotes business prosperity. 
Firstly, SME-led vegetable SCs reported that the markets for organic farming and green farming 
products were under development, and customers had low trust in the labelled “green” or “organic” 
products. Customers in the premium market drove agribusinesses to ensure vegetable quality 
through more transparency and integration. This meant that trust built through interactions rather 
than organic labels of food products contributed to differential advantages. Informants reported that 
interaction through practical experience or peer reports (word of mouth) affected consumers’ trust 
in vegetable quality, and agro-tourism was such an iterative process to demonstrate an 
organisational mindset of sustainability. Agro-tourism also builds trust between producers and 
buyers through improved transparency and reduced psychological distance.  
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It is fruitless that you said the produce is organic or green. Customers only trust their 
experiences and friends or relatives’ experiences. (In-depth interview with a manager in an 
SME-led vegetable SC) 
Secondly, some respondents in SME-led vegetable SCs reported that food is an essential part of 
one’s individual and social identity. Chinese traditions and culture are the essences of a place, 
which derive from the uniqueness of the place itself as much as the goods and products that 
characterise it. The producer-consumer relationship is a useful way of recovering the meaning of 
food and approaching traditional Chinese culture. Furthermore, a university entrepreneur in an 
SME-led vegetable SC stresses the links between organic farming and Chinese medicines (Life-
cultivation Theory) and Chinese philosophy, which are a part of Chinese culture. His personal 
working and living experience in the industrialised environment (western countries and big cities in 
China) inspires him to be critical of modern culture and to look for natural foods for health. Moving 
beyond increasing the trust and loyalty between food suppliers and buyers, such an SME-led 
vegetable SC focuses on participation, learning and creation through food based interactions28. It 
connects local farmers, university students, experts and civil organisations. This participative nature 
education provides an opportunity to think about what is nature, and what it means to human 
beings.  
The productivity-oriented food strategy in China is coming to a deadlock, and the value of 
respecting the nature [in agri-food production, living styles] is increasingly accepted by 
more people. (In-depth interview with a university-educated entrepreneur in an SME-led 
vegetable SC) 
Thirdly, informants reported that SME-led vegetable SCs have built a collaborative platform to 
access both tangible and intangible values for all the chain actors, such as through interactions in 
the process of agro-tourism. For rural communities, agro-tourism is a way to diversify the economic 
base (or helping rural residents to adjust their livelihood strategies), and to improve farmers’ market 
capabilities through communications with customers in the village. For agribusinesses, the agro-
tourism development spurs residents’ involvement in improving agri-food quality (indirectly). For 
customers, the agro-tourism product is an integrated value creation process, and its value resides not 
only in the object of consumption but the experience. Witnessing food production not only is one 
                                                 
28 Despite vegetables being one of the food products in the SME-led SCs, they also produce other crops like rice, wheat, 
soybeans, fruits, nuts, etc. They adopt an e-agribusiness model: all the agriculture produce are transacted through an 
online platform and delivered through third party logistical services. 
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way to be assured of the freshness and quality of ingredients, but also encapsulates the essence and 
experience of place, and by so doing, marks it as distinctive. Such a collaborative network improves 
the well-being of all SC actors, and fairness in the chain.  
Environmental capabilities 
The SME-led vegetable SCs linked their environmental capabilities with farm management. They 
reported that government planning for agricultural zones avoided serious industrial pollution, and 
regulations on input factors in the production base helped towards agro-environmental protection. 
They also indicated that the green farming and organic farming patterns were environmentally 
friendly, and so contributed to agro-environmental protection. Some respondents further proposed 
that environmental management in the production base increases vegetable buyers’ understanding 
of food safety. The agribusiness also indicated the villages had limited initiatives in spatial planning 
initiatives to structurally coordinate various innovative factors for desired outcomes and to control 
waste and pollution. 
SME-led vegetable SCs reported that the method of controlling food loss through cold chain 
facilities was inefficient, although the government had strong initiatives in it. On the one hand, the 
physical proximity of the vegetable production base and the market decreases the necessity. The 
high costs and low effectiveness reduced the utility of cold chain in SME-led vegetable SCs. On the 
other hand, as there were no freezing facilities in the farmer household suppliers, the partial use of 
cold chain was more detrimental to the freshness and quality of vegetable produce. Some 
informants reported that cooperation with the third party logistics service rather than self-
investment was an eco-effective choice for their vegetable SCs, especially with small quantity home 
delivery schemes. Agribusinesses further linked environmental sustainability to the downstream 
consumer behaviours. They commented that consumers with food safety concerns show little 
interest in the life cycle of the production process. An informant indicated that their organic 
consumers in household delivery projects (an informant referred to it as community supported 
agriculture) were largely indifferent to the packaging recycling, which was a significant but 
neglected issue in environmental sustainability. 
6.5 Community and Supply Chain Interactions  
The formation of vegetable SC networks emerges out of social processes of interest convergence 
and collective will between vegetable SCs and villages. The capital assets in two villages and 
capabilities of vegetable SCs derive from their practices, relationships and collective social actions 
to product and process related problems. Agri-food SCs and rural communities exert influence on 
each other (Table 6-3).  
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Table 6-3 The interactions between rural communities and vegetable SCs 
 Supply chains’ influence on 
communities  
Communities’ influence on supply chains 
Vertical 
level  
Social changes due to new social institutions, 
new production patterns, like migration, 
labour work, land rent income, rural 
restructuring and new technologies  
The community assets such as initiatives of 
labour, skills and organisational patterns impact 
vegetable production  
 
Horizontal 
level  
A revised place vision due to accumulative 
effects of multiple resources and the 
uncertainty of rural livelihoods 
The institutional barriers (trust, collaboration, 
organisation, and household farming traditions) 
pose operational risks 
An open and dynamic rural villages with 
cross-boundary interactions, rural 
restructuring and the inter-organisational 
collaboration  
Cross-sector innovations in the community 
increase the industrial competence 
6.5.1 Supply chains’ influence on communities 
The formation of vegetable SC networks has a structural influence on three aspects of rural 
communities – new social institutions, cross-boundary interactions, and a revised place vision.  
Firstly, the vegetable SC network contributes to new social institutions and new production 
patterns, such as labour, land rent income, rural restructuring and new technologies in the 
community. The interaction of social factors is aligned with the market revolutions in deregulation 
of rural development. Under the influence of free market ideology, these processes link farmers’ 
land assets to the development goals of agribusinesses and local food providers, which also respond 
to changes in rural livelihoods and rural landscapes.  
Secondly, the new social institutions including private agribusinesses, the commodification of 
farmland assets, modern farming facilities, private food certifications (like green farming, organic 
farming), traceability system, and integrated SC channels, engage a network of collaborative and 
complementary actors to transform the vision of rural place. This is a dynamic and unpredictable 
process at local level, as the social institutions may either generate or obstruct innovative ways to 
mobilise various capital assets at the place. For instance, the emergence and evolution of private 
governance mechanisms lead to strategies that favour the agribusinesses’ interests (like reducing 
transaction costs) better than small farmers’ capabilities. Local farmers increasingly drop out of the 
process, while capable migrant farmers are involved increasingly. Farmers who lose land in the 
village may be forced to be net buyers of food rather than producers. Hence, most small farmers 
have difficulty in accessing the development benefits, as the institutional arrangements tend to 
overlook social demands in the rural context. 
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Thirdly, the vegetable SCs have triggered economic restructuring in the rural communities, as chain 
level development highlights the interdependence, interaction, and synergy among various actors, 
like government, agribusinesses, migrant rural households and consumers. The inter-organisational 
collaboration is significant for economic development and innovations, while it also cause some 
risks and uncertainties for rural households. The improving quality of life for most rural households 
requires an inclusive framework to mobilise community strengths or solve community problems. 
The isolated exchange of land assets provides a contradictory process in the rural community 
development. It indicates that the ways vegetable SC networks shape the communities require 
systematic innovations. Fundamentally, it requires a shift in thinking towards the community 
strengths and assets, especially the community’s relevance and continuous interactions with the 
vegetable SCs. An inclusive vegetable SC enables a combination of innovations and better 
functioning of the community. 
6.5.2 Communities’ influence on supply chains 
The vegetable SC network efforts in shaping the village communities contributes to a shared 
context for the various actions of the SCs. The crucial aspects of community context - capital assets, 
institutions and interactional patterns - impacts situational capacity for chain level sustainability in 
different ways. This sub-section draws conclusions on the community’s influence on sustainability 
capabilities in vegetable SC networks.  
Firstly, community capital assets, such as initiatives in labour, skills and organisational patterns 
impact sustainability capabilities in various vegetable SCs. To some extent, capability deficiencies 
of the vegetable SCs derive from misallocations of capital assets in rural communities. Government 
promotes improvement of the agro-environment through technological innovation and improvement 
of farming facilities through a small number of agribusinesses, while the agency of farmers tends to 
be ignored in promoting sustainability capabilities of vegetable SCs.  
Secondly, community traditions have an enduring influence on the behaviour of vegetable SCs. In 
the vegetable SC networks, the rural households are widely embedded in farmer-led, co-op-led and 
SME-led vegetable SCs, showing that the household farming traditions have connected with 
modern agribusiness practices in different ways. The “downgraded” household farming occurring 
rather than “corporate farming” is a response of agribusiness to chain level crisis. The production 
processes in the SME-led SCs show that the resistance to capitalist farming is socially constructed. 
The passive response to employment opportunities is linked with the low local autonomy. Many 
local farmers felt alienated and incapacitated because they find it difficult to control their lives and 
affect changes at the community level. Without incorporating into the social fabric of the 
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communities, the industrial mode of production is struggling to fulfil the holistic aspiration of 
sustainability in a dynamic environment. 
Thirdly, and most importantly, the interactions between the vegetable SC networks and local 
communities tend to destabilise existing institutional arrangements and shape new conventions. The 
internal conflicts in SME-led vegetable SC networks challenge the credibility of modernised 
industrial arrangements within rural community development. The interaction process in the two 
villages indicates that the changing institutions at the community level provide both value creation 
potential and chain-wide challenges. The complexity suggests the Chinese word “crisis” (weiji, 危
机), which is spelt with two characters: one means danger and the other means opportunity. The 
new institutional proposals are likely to be the sources of threats if the agribusinesses focus on 
negotiation on land benefits distribution rather than building the capability of local farmers. For 
example, SME-led vegetable SCs suffer from overinvestment in farming facilities and lack of 
producers to make sufficient use of the consolidated farmland. Meanwhile, farmer-led vegetable 
SCs in CJ village lack investments in farming facilities. It is important to increase community 
organisation to create an enabling environment and leverage farmers' capabilities, which, to some 
extent, could be translated into the sustainability capacities of the vegetable SCs.  
In summary, the interactions between vegetable SCs and rural communities suggest that the two 
domains are interconnected and mutually supportive, which provide both opportunities and 
challenges in the transitioning vegetable SC networks. The capitalist vegetable SC networks 
focused on the economic and environmental aspect of sustainability, while the social sustainability 
regarding community building was not well integrated. The issue of rural community development 
needs more attention.  
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Chapter 7 CROSS-CASE SYNTHESIS 
The cross-case synthesis chapter draws out the underlying interactional patterns between villages 
and agri-food SCs, and brings conclusions to the four research questions in this study. It has five 
sections. Section 7.1 provides cross-case background in rice and vegetable rice SC networks, which 
compares the nature of the system, types of government and attributes of interactions between agri-
food SCs and rural communities in the rice and vegetable sectors. Section 7.2 provides an integrated 
description of social structure, community change processes and synergy of capital assets in four 
villages. Section 7.3 compares sustainability capabilities in three types of agri-food SCs and their 
connections with community sustainability. Section 7.4 explores how sustainability capabilities of 
individual agri-food SCs are embedded in institutional arrangements, which draws out the 
underlying interactional patterns between rural communities and agri-food SCs. Section 7.5 
provides practical suggestions on proactive community-oriented SCR implementation at the 
network level, which shows local interpretations and construction of the sustainability agency and 
governance structure. 
7.1 Cross-case Background Comparisons  
7.1.1 Similarities and differences in rice and vegetable sectors 
Both rice and vegetable SCs are located in the peri-urban areas of Wuhan, a rapidly developing 
region in central China. These chains serve China’s domestic market at national and regional levels 
and face severe competition from other national and international SCs. Meanwhile, rice and 
vegetable SCs are at the early stage of their development, and they face various resource constraints 
to be sustainable. 
The rice and vegetable sectors in the study have two significant differences (Table 7-1). Firstly, the 
three types of agri-food SCs involved in the rice and vegetable sectors suggest differences in the 
nature of the chain. The three types of rice SCs are based on traditional ways of rice production, 
which represent evolutionary changes in rural livelihoods and village-based adaptations. In contrast, 
the three types of vegetable SCs are connected with the capitalist way of vegetable production, as 
they are impacted by the production patterns of the agribusinesses and market-driven changes in 
SCs. Most of these agribusinesses evolved from urban-industrial or commercial firms, which is 
expressed as “capital going to the countryside” during the capitalisation of the horticultural industry 
in rural areas of Wuhan. 
Secondly, the rice and vegetable SCs have different types of government involvement. In the rice 
sector, the “grain security provincial government responsibility” system gives the government 
responsibility to achieve national food security, social justice and provide the social security net. 
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The government involvement in rice SCs is achieved through the partnership with Sino-grain to 
implement the lowest price for rice procurement. The price mechanism seeks to attract rural 
households into rice farming and reduce rural poverty. The poverty reduction interventions are also 
integrated with other diversification measures for rural livelihoods, such as agro-tourism, co-op 
mills, and building of farming facilities. Moreover, the development of rice SCs involves 
government’s role in the monitoring of the food quality and improvement of rice farming 
techniques. In the vegetable sector, the municipal government-agribusinesses partnership helps to 
invest in the horticulture industry and reshape vegetable farming villages. The partnership promotes 
a new stage of the “vegetable basket municipal government responsibility” system, which 
highlights that the market mechanisms play a more significant role in promoting economic 
efficiency and social justice, while the government intervenes less in the livelihoods of rural 
households. The agribusiness-led vegetable farming reshapes the capital assets of rural 
communities, particularly the collective land tenure system, which also promotes chain level 
changes for integrated vegetable production, consumption and recreation. In addition, the 
agribusinesses gain more autonomy to build chain level operational capacities, such as self-
monitoring on food quality and agro-environment protection.  
Table 7-1 Differences in rice and vegetable sectors 
 Rice sector Vegetable sector 
 
Nature of the chain 
system  
Traditional way of rice production by 
village-driven evolution  
Capitalist way of vegetable production by 
market-driven formation 
SME-led rice SCs development occurred 
over 20 years from local entrepreneurial 
farmers with capabilities to leverage asset 
endowments, such as product value, 
history and cultural resources within and 
beyond the villages  
SME-led vegetable SCs formation occurred 
over 5-10 years driven by market-oriented 
opportunities over a broader region and 
government supports  
Co-op-led rice SCs development by village 
committee members; 
Co-op-led vegetable SC development by 
intervention of capitalist agribusinesses; 
Farmer-led rice SCs development occurred 
with smallholder farmers 
Farmer-led vegetable SC development occurred 
with interactions with capitalist agribusinesses 
and smallholder farmers 
 
Types of 
government 
involvement  
 
Stable price for rice farmers through 
national government-Sino-grain 
partnership 
Reshaping vegetable farming through municipal 
government-agribusinesses partnership  
Government seeks to diversify rural 
livelihoods and generate more income for 
villages, by such as agro-tourism, co-op 
mills, facility building, and extension 
service in rice farming techniques 
Government intervene less on the rural 
livelihoods, and institutional reforms encourage 
agribusiness firms to create various socio-
economic and environmental benefits  
Various levels of government monitoring 
the quality and quantity of rice 
Agribusinesses’ self-monitoring on vegetable 
quality and agro-environment efforts 
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7.2 Village Community Changes 
The four villages are embedded in the different types of rice and vegetable SCs in a range of 
contrasting ways. The multiple interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities 
contribute to complex, dynamic and diverse processes of community change. 
7.2.1 Social structure of village communities 
The interactions between agri-food SCs and villages contribute to changes in the social structure of 
rural communities. The village used to be regarded as a place with self-governance by village 
committees and rural households. The interactions between villages and agri-food SCs has resulted 
in the blurring of village boundaries, as the external or new social institutions, such as the 
government, migrant rural households, agribusinesses, and co-ops, are involved to reshape the 
village structure in the four villages. As shown in Figure 7-1, besides the previous rural households 
and village committees, QF village was formally connected with the government and the co-op. XH 
village had no formal connections with specific economic organisations, while it had informal 
connections with the migrant rural households through the land transference at household level. The 
government was involved in XH village for some village building programs such as the canal 
construction. In contrast to minor changes in the village structure of QF and XH, CJ and DL 
villages had evolved a more complex social structure due to their multifaceted involvement with the 
agribusinesses. These agribusinesses took a more fundamental role to reshape the two villages. The 
agribusiness in CJ village promoted the formation of the co-op and it organised migrant rural 
households within the village boundary. The interactions between migrant rural households and 
local rural households promoted the diffusion of improved farming techniques in the village. The 
village level vegetable farming industry development further triggered a bottom-up process to 
engage the government in the building of farming facilities. The agribusiness in DL village moved 
towards reshaping the economic structure and living conditions among residents, and it had 
comprehensive engagement with government agencies. Besides the new agribusiness-led structural 
changes, the two villages also experienced internal structural changes. The village committees had 
built the village-owned co-ops as new entrepreneurial organisations to promote the development of 
agricultural industries. As the two village-based co-ops were not involved with the local situations 
regarding the community needs and market opportunities, they were inactive actors for village 
development and so failed to make full use of the physical facilities, such as cooling warehouses. 
Meanwhile, the performance of village-based co-ops indicated the government’s unrealistic 
assumptions of the functions of the top-down entrepreneurial commitments in village level changes.  
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Note: Formal mutual interaction                              Informal mutual interaction  
         Proactive actors in the village                         Inactive actors in the village  
Figure 7-1 The social structure of villages or “the network of villages” influenced by agri-food SCs 
7.2.2 Village community change process 
In the four villages, the agri-food SCs provide significant external inputs and the access to resources 
for the village development, such as facilities improvement, technological and institutional support. 
The institutional structure and state interventions of the agri-food SCs provide an environment that 
enhances tangible financial capital, environmental capital and physical capital improvements in the 
rural communities. As summarised in Table 7-2, the various agri-food SCs contributed to various 
development patterns, facilitators, drivers, process and outcomes in the four villages. In QF village, 
the state-supported modernisation through various community programs was connected with the 
effective leadership of the village committee. Although QF village fulfilled the village-based 
development tasks and facilitated multiple development potentials, the process had limited 
collaboration with villagers. For instance, the canal construction was organised by the village 
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committee through recruited workers and the committee’s own planning and did not involve village 
members. Meanwhile, projects like the building of infrastructure contributed to socio-economic 
benefits to households, but had limited effects in upgrading the rice industry. For instance, the 
village-owned rice mills failed without social and economic supports from the rural households. 
The households in QF village had limited genuine collaborations on agro-environmental issues, as 
the village committee and the government passively tackled the soil pollution problems through 
some technical methods without considering their effectiveness.  
Table 7-2 Agri-food SC-led development patterns in four villages 
Village community change processes 
 Rice farming villages Vegetable farming villages 
Capital asset 
mobilisation 
QF XH CJ DL 
Patterns  State-supported 
development 
Self-organising 
development 
Semi-organised 
development  
Systematically 
planned 
development 
Facilitator  Village committee Village committee Migrant and local 
rural households 
Village committee 
and agribusinesses  
Enablers or drivers  Leadership and 
village organisation  
Balance principle 
in investments  
Leadership and 
village organisation 
Leadership and 
vibrant social 
network  
Process  Village committee–
led development 
with limited rural 
household 
collaboration  
Village committee-
led development 
with low 
community 
engagement  
Production pattern 
transformation; 
Rural household 
interactions and 
action with some 
supports from 
village committee  
Strong village 
committee-led 
development with 
limited household 
capability building  
Community 
outcomes  
Asset-vulnerability Asset-vulnerability Asset-resilience  Asset-vulnerability 
XH village gained some limited government interventions in farming infrastructure building to 
ensure that basic production could continue. The development of physical assets was organised by 
the village committee through a traditional self-organising pattern, but it had a low level of 
engagement by rural households. The village development suffered various challenges, and the rural 
households increasingly faced socio-economic risks to achieve a sustainable livelihood.  
CJ village had experienced the shocks at the early stage of agribusiness-based capitalist vegetable 
farming. However improved household farming pattern at the second stage mobilised effective 
interactions between rural households, the village committee, agribusinesses, and government. 
These were loosely connected to improve sustainability capabilities and the economic restructuring 
in both villages and agri-food SCs. The development processes had transited from a low level of 
rural household involvement to a rural household dominant position. The effective and intensive 
interactions of various capital assets in the village promoted the viability of traditional farming 
techniques and household farming patterns. The transitions in CJ village provided important 
143 
 
insights for chain–wide governance and community development. It indicated that the desirable 
contribution of vegetable SCs to village development is not always the participation in a 
modernised chain, but inclusive farming techniques and marketing channels help household farming 
be competent and successful. 
DL village had experienced a transformative industrial change due to an outside-in village 
development experiment by integrating with the capitalist agribusinesses. The village restructuring 
of farmland resources was combined with regional planning, economic development opportunities 
and government projects. The asset building process offered various opportunities to transform the 
village economy and village landscapes for living. The village development process was influenced 
by the village leaderships and their connections with the government and the external institutions. 
The process in agri-food SCs helped to gain external and internal capital assets for economic 
restructuring, but it failed to mobilise development capabilities in rural households and encourage 
community involvement for chain level transformation.  
Comparison of the development processes in the four villages suggests that the contribution of agri-
food SCs to rural communities depends on their influence on an inclusive social structure and 
vibrant social connections with rural households, which moves beyond the villages’ abilities in 
obtaining external resources and government programs. As shown in Figure 7-2, the four villages 
had different access to resources provided by specific government programs, but the material 
investments did not mean they reached their full development potential. QF and DL villages had far 
more programs and physical resources than XH village, but they suffered different levels of asset-
vulnerability due to many invisible conflicts. Their household level development prospects had no 
significant differences compared with that in XH village which suffered visible agro-environment 
issues and less government investments. In contrast, CJ village was more resilient and functional 
than the other villages. The core difference in CJ village was a community structure with enabled 
interactions and production innovations among rural households. The capability building of rural 
households through a medium level of collective action increased the development potential in CJ 
village. Hence, the change processes in the four village communities show that, although 
government supports were significant for village development, the short-term programs had 
difficulties in stimulating village capabilities without an enabling village structure. 
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Figure 7-2 The government and agribusinesses’ engagement with economic development in the four 
villages 
7.2.3 Synergy of capital assets across the four villages  
Although the four villages had experienced different village community change processes, the 
synergies of capital assets across them show a similar pattern. It indicates that two competing rural 
community development initiatives decreased collective effectiveness. These two different 
aspirations resulted in specific ways of community change across the four villages. As summarised 
in Table 7-3, the government invests in and mobilises community capital assets that are connected 
with agricultural modernisation tasks, while rural households concentrate on community assets to 
improve household well-being. The government intervention gives attention to community 
“deficiencies” when building a modernised and economically viable rural place. In order to respond 
to the gaps, the government promoted a series of planned efforts in agro-environment improvement 
(environmental capital), infrastructure building (physical capital), investments in new agribusiness 
(economic capital and social capital), technical knowledge improvement (human capital), eco-agri-
food brand building and business diversification (cultural capital) and leadership development to 
implement a market-oriented land tenure system as well as other institutional and policy reforms 
(political capital). These “purposive” government efforts seek to integrate the villages’ assets with 
economic opportunities in agricultural modernisation.  
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In contrast to the task-based view of villages by the government, rural households treated the 
villages as a place to achieve their cultural identities, i.e., the household based lifestyle in agro-
environment protection (environmental capital), infrastructure building (physical capital) and 
household income optimisation (economic capital). The rural households mobilised personal social 
network to improve the individual quality of their lives (social capital). As an independent 
economic unit, the rural household had limited commitments to community level action. The 
household traditions and cultures remained to play a role in community cultural aspect practices and 
political affairs. For instance, the rural elites, such as village leaders, also had strong incentives to 
keep the economic benefits and development opportunities within the boundary of personal social 
networks (especially family members or kin) rather than the broader community, so subsidies for 
community development projects were not vary visible (political capital). There was a high level of 
collaboration within the households, but collaboration at the village level was eroding. The village 
committees played a role in village level affairs by securing and managing funding from various 
government projects, while rural households lacked incentives to pursue shared interests.  
Table 7-3 Comparing underlying value and strategies in the government and rural households 
across four the villages 
 Synergy of community capital assets 
Scope Government strategy – 
Community as a place for agri-food SC 
modernisation tasks 
Household strategy –  
Community as a place for household  
well-being  
Environmental 
capital 
Pre-determined agro-environment protection 
programs to fulfil environmentally sound 
agri-food SCs 
Voluntary participation in agro-
environmental protection 
Physical capital Build infrastructure to improve industrial 
production conditions 
Household efforts for infrastructure 
improvements 
Economic 
capital 
Fiscal payment for agricultural industry 
upgrading and investments in spawning new 
agribusinesses 
Economic benefits optimisation through 
personal social networks and farming 
diversification 
Social capital Building connections with and investments in 
viable villages   
Significance of personal social networks and 
family cohesion 
Human capital Significance of modern farming skills 
 
Significance of diligent farming spirit  
 
Cultural capital Decreased significance of traditional farming 
heritage  
Creatively modifying traditional farming 
skills for benefits  
Political capital Significance of village leaders in promoting 
government projects 
Rural stabilisation  
Low visibility and involvement in 
government subsidised community 
development projects 
The different implicit values in community development determined the directions of the practice. 
The government had a wealth-oriented practice mindset, and encouraged activities and initiatives 
aimed at establishing infrastructure to create a more profitable and eco-efficient agricultural 
industry. The initiatives produced and reproduced government efforts to build connections with 
rural elites or entrepreneurs, which led to the uneven division of programs and repetitive or 
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unnecessary investments in some villages. For instance, the co-op-led rice SCs in QF village were 
similar to the existing SME-led rice SCs, which contributed to the growth in the resource stocks 
rather than developing human capital, leadership, and collective action in the villages. These actions 
had no direct impacts on chain-wide economic, social and environment sustainability in the rice 
sector. Meanwhile, the village tended to fulfil the government tasks rather than organising or 
improving existing community capital assets. The hierarchical inter-organisational relationships 
increased vulnerability at the village level, as the local community lacked the capability to invest in 
community concerns and affairs. The village structure also reduced opportunities for development 
from interactions between local villagers and neighbouring local villages. For instance, the migrant 
households are significant human resource stocks in the rural communities, as they provided new 
thinking, techniques and livelihood choices for local rural households. But they were not well 
connected with the current administratively based village community. 
Under the household-based tradition, community members saw that household and personal 
relationships (extended households) were assets to improve the quality of lives, while the village-
based community was a place of living in the eroding collective system. Rural households in the 
four villages reported the significance of personal social networks, and SME-led rice SCs also 
stressed that personal social networks helped to overcome financial pressures. The household-based 
relationships were adaptive in diversifying their income sources (through multiple farming skills, 
alternative employment and personal social capital), but the household efforts suffered a variety of 
constraints and ineffectiveness due to the dynamic and turbulent environment. For example, new 
countryside construction in DL village was an integrated combination of various programs, but 
fragmented coordination among rural households caused some uncertainties in both rural 
livelihoods and the industry level challenges. 
Two different mindsets and processes in decision-making indicated distrust and internal conflicts in 
the vision for community development. The government and rural households looked down upon 
each other’s development strategies. Government actions were largely based on decreased 
confidence in the traditional household based development and moved towards capitalist or 
modernised ways to create wealth for the rural communities. The commitments were shown in 
various government supports for agribusinesses and co-ops. Community actors were struggling to 
follow and even challenge these advanced development patterns, as the imported “solutions” failed 
to provide desirable lifestyles and benefits. The four villages competed for government policies and 
projects that produce the desired economic benefits, and the village committees viewed the 
programs as the village leader’s personal achievements and efforts towards community 
development. Within the existing policies framework, engagement of farmers and democratic 
147 
 
planning tended to be superficial rather than increasing legitimacy in governing community affairs. 
Accordingly, the sense of powerlessness in rural households contributed to the alienation between 
village committee and villagers, which, to some extent, created organisational chaos. As two 
different types of knowledge and vision co-exist to influence the community development practices, 
these processes sometimes involve conflicts. The different development initiatives also pose 
challenges for rural communities to collaborate with the government.  
7.2.4 Conclusion to research question 1 
The comparisons of social structure, development processes and synergies of capital assets in the 
four villages lead to the following answers to RQ1:  
What are the current contributions of agri-food SCs to rural community sustainability? 
It can be concluded that rice and vegetable SCs have triggered the development in the community, 
but they fail to arouse a common “community” vision for goals and processes for development. In 
the four villages, various new institutions and improvements to facilities provide opportunities to 
scale up economic development or improve economic performance. But the economic opportunities 
through value adding activities purposely promoted capability building of community elites 
(agribusinesses and village committees), and the rise of power in the hands of government in 
defining needs in villages. Needs assessment for ecological modernisation tended to persuade 
villages and chain actors that they needed to invest in facilities (like drying machines and cooling 
warehouses) for eco-efficiency and efficiency, although they seldom used them. Meanwhile, the 
projects and specific development strategy resulted in a struggling status quo in rural communities, 
as the four villages still suffered from various underlying conflicts and challenges, such as social 
exclusion, decreased trust, mal-coordination and they had little capability to respond to the 
compound chain systems. The agri-food SCs contributed more to short-term effects rather than 
long-term capabilities of the whole community. The dichotomies between the individual and 
collective, short-term and long-term benefits, fall short of supporting the whole community 
organisation and constructing an inclusive community which has the capacity for collective action.  
7.3 Sustainability Capabilities in Agri-Food SCs 
Various types of agri-food SCs have different sustainability capabilities which influence the village 
level changes and development. These capabilities suggest that the various chains have diverse 
connections with the four villages, and optimising individual agri-food SCs’ sustainability 
capabilities has potential to influence high levels of rural community sustainability. Furthermore, 
sustainability capabilities in the three types of agri-food SCs interact with community connections 
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that have been established, and these commitments or strategic visions for the creation of joint value 
increase the impetus to seek fundamental changes. This section examines the interconnections 
between agri-food SCs and rural communities through the purposes of chains and their 
sustainability capabilities connected with community welfare (Table 7-4). 
Table 7-4 Sustainability capabilities in farmer-led, co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs 
Capabilities to improve community welfare 
Types of chain Farmer-led  Co-op-led  SME-led  
 
Purposes of chain 
Mobilising household-
level resources for high 
quality and low price food 
products, and improving 
household lifestyle and 
livelihoods 
Mobilising collaboration, 
specialised knowledge, 
extensive interaction and 
commitments to optimise 
household production 
Mobilising resources and 
assets for market 
competence and regional 
industrial competitiveness 
Connections to community welfare 
 
QF village (rice) 
High adaptive and 
relational capacities to 
create social and economic 
benefits 
High potentials to improve 
entrepreneurial agency and 
optimise household 
connections 
High potentials to promote 
the diversification of 
household livelihoods 
(employment), community 
economic restructuring, and 
industrial improvements 
 
XH village (rice) 
N/A N/A 
 
CJ village (vegetable) 
High adaptive and 
relational capacities to 
create social and economic 
benefits  
Farming patterns 
specialisations and 
organisation to attract  
government investment 
commitments and social 
resources 
N/A 
 
DL village (vegetable) 
N/A N/A  Integration with regional 
planning for socio-
economic and 
environmental benefits  
Mutual embeddedness between community development and chain level capabilities 
 
Shared value 
considerations 
Potentials are restricted 
due to the institutional 
constraints to access 
farming facilities 
investments and funds for 
continued improvements. 
Potentials are restricted 
due to the exclusion of 
some actors and low level 
of trust and collective 
agency.  
Potentials are restricted 
due to limited 
arrangements to improve 
household benefits, and the 
industrial environment.  
7.3.1 Farmer-led agri-food SCs 
Farmer-led agri-food SCs contributed more to household level socio-economic well-being. The 
farmer-led rice and vegetable SCs considered the personal social networks of farmers in order to 
diversify household incomes. Such networks were created by product quality, competitive price, 
hard-working process, and mutually dependent relationships. Farmer-led agri-food SCs resulted in 
multiple value creation: personal social networks to achieve economic benefits, non-economic value 
connected with respect, satisfaction, and initiatives for community well-being. Farmer-led agri-food 
SCs had multiple social identities: a livelihood strategy or lifestyle, moral engagement among chain 
actors (high level of trust, transactional frequency and information transparency), connections with 
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nature considering its product attributes, short transportation distance, and low technique-oriented 
thinking on environmental sustainability.  
Besides the internal chain level attributes, farmer-led agri-food SCs linked their survival and 
prosperity with the external institutional environment and government supports. The system does 
not allow them to increase their competence. The deficiencies in facilities, institutional limitations, 
and the lack of service investments restrict economic viability and environmental performance 
improvement, as well as social benefits in the large quantity of farmer-led agri-food SCs. Farmer-
led agri-food SCs gain limited support from the government, and they reported that genuine 
government supports were required in response to chain-wide problems regarding food quality and 
efficiency. 
7.3.2 Co-op-led agri-food SCs 
The co-op-led agri-food SC are purposively directed by the government to encourage 
entrepreneurial commitments in villages. Both agribusinesses and village committees played a 
dominant role in the formation of the co-op-led agri-food SCs. In QF and CJ villages, co-op-led 
agri-food SCs are significant innovators or change makers in the rural communities, as they 
gradually introduce innovative elements to traditional rural livelihoods. The government 
investments in co-op-led agri-food SCs increase the economic capital of some rural households, and 
their specialised knowledge, extensive interaction and commitments help to overcome economic 
constraints for community welfare. Both co-op-led rice and vegetable SCs stressed the significance 
of social networks, but the co-op-led agri-food SCs had dual social identities. From the economic 
aspect, the quality of social networks promotes coordination, information sharing, and efficiency, 
which increases the co-op’s level of economic performance. The social network means social 
inclusion, sharing, and connections to the co-op members. From the social aspect, the organisational 
structure of the co-op-led agri-food SCs is manipulated to attract government support, and the social 
networks of the co-op-led rice SCs represent the narrow interest of co-op members. As the village 
elites did not show any interest in the well-being of the community, the social exclusion of other 
members damaged internal solidarity for economic initiatives. The co-op-led rice SCs had low 
adaptive capabilities to respond to market risks. The transparent unfairness in the village decreased 
mutual trust and collective agency, while this active operation is a key element in solving various 
challenges among co-op-led agri-food SCs, such as insufficient financial capital, organisational 
solidarity, and industry environment risks. 
Co-op-led agri-food SCs reported on environmental sustainability by responding to policy agenda 
reasoning rather than social facts or real needs of chain members. This commitment to 
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environmental sustainability was inherently connected with the influence of government, which was 
concerned with the role of agricultural modernisation to reduce adverse environmental effects in the 
production processes. Such isolated inward thinking within a chain ignored the increase of carbon 
emissions by modernised technologies in the production processes. Co-op-led agri-food SCs also 
kept silent about the effects of regional water pollution on environmental sustainability. This 
indicates that the co-op-led agri-food SCs accept the agro-environment protection tasks prescribed 
by the government, and they are focused on reducing the unsustainable performance rather than 
seeking sustainability-oriented transformations. 
7.3.3 SME-led agri-food SCs 
SME-led rice and vegetable SCs sought to create value for the rural place and serve a broader 
market. The SME-led agri-food SCs initiated the mutually connections between community 
development and chain level capabilities. The interconnections were manifested in three ways. 
Firstly, the employment well-being was connected with personal working conditions and social 
conditions of the workers’ community. As the employment well-being and workers’ personal social 
networks were incorporated into chain level economic benefits and economic risks, the lively rural 
community conditions increased employment welfare and chain level value creation. This suggested 
that community members’ benefits or community development provided alternative ways to 
improve chain level competence. Additionally, the production capacities of SME-led rice and 
vegetable SCs, through industry upgrading and innovation, not only collectively contributed to local 
development, but also profited from the interactions with tangible and intangible resources in each 
place. As the business competitiveness was embedded with agro-environment conditions, trust, and 
material supports in rural communities, there were different integration patterns. In the SME-led 
rice SCs, the monitoring and improvements of the production environment were integrated with 
food quality, such as genetically modified rice crop experiments (technological improvements), and 
agro-environment degradation (heavy metal pollution of rice). SME-led vegetable SCs exercised 
tremendous initiatives to reshape rural agro-environments, as the organic vegetable protection and 
agro-tourism programs provided payments for such environmental protection practices. SME-led 
vegetable SCs created a diverse and innovative economy to spur landscape changes in the villages. 
The interactions rebuilt trust of consumers through massive “certification” programs in rural 
communities. Thirdly, the community social development were interactive with the business 
climate, which included trust, coordination or collaborations, market knowledge, and human 
resources support. Both SME-led rice and vegetable SCs linked chain level value creation capacities 
with the community institutional context. SME-led rice and vegetable SCs were informal 
economies but with inadequate social security systems. As the labourers in the agribusinesses were 
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mainly ageing farmers without formal social insurance, the organisational structure increased 
employment risks for both workers and the agribusinesses. Without formal institutions to regulate 
the field, the intangible community norms or cultural-cognitive institutions can be both assets and 
liabilities for economic advances in SME-led rice and vegetable SCs.  
Meanwhile, sustainability capabilities in SME-led rice and vegetable SCs were reshaped by the 
government’s “hard” policies and “soft” planning. The “scientific” and “responsible” macro 
industry governance, government subsidies, and industry innovation measures contributed to mixed 
economic outcomes. This suggested the government experienced a “crisis” in promoting 
sustainability in SME-led rice and vegetable SCs. Firstly, government interventions in quality 
monitoring and price control produce both winning and losing opportunities in agribusiness SCs. 
For instance, some SME-led rice SCs adopted “wicked” practices, like adulteration and cheating 
behaviours, to respond to chain level challenges. In the vegetable sector, the industry policies, such 
as government subsidies, served the rich urban consumers in premium market rather than those in 
the low-value market. The power regime provided urban consumers a more favourable position than 
rural residents, which enabled the unfairness in the market. Secondly, the government desire for 
environmental protection through the technical methods tended to be ineffective and unpractical. 
Due to sustainable farming experiments, the government had tremendous effects on more proactive 
chain level environmental sustainability concerns, such as food waste control and environment 
protection. SME-led rice and vegetable SCs treated food waste control as an economic issue rather 
than an environmental issue. They had few incentives to reduce food loss, as these measures caused 
high-level economic costs. SME-led vegetable SCs reported that investment in cold chain facilities 
failed to reduce food loss, as the technical method faced various restrictions in the process. The 
complexity in environmental sustainability calls for innovations rather than simple technical 
methods to reduce the food and resource waste.  
7.3.4 Conclusion to research question 2 
Sustainability capabilities in the three types of agri-food SCs guide inquiry on the emerging internal 
connection between agri-food SCs and rural community sustainability. This leads to answers to 
RQ2:  
What levels of community sustainability are connected with the different contributions of SME-led, co-
op-led, and farmer-led agri-food SCs?  
The study found that farmer-led, co-op-led, and SME-led agri-food SCs are structurally connected 
with sustainability at different levels of community, i.e., household, village and area beyond the 
village respectively. Firstly, farmer-led agri-food SCs contribute more to household level socio-
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economic well-being. Secondly, co-op-led agri-food SCs are connected with village-level benefits, 
as the organisational attributes increase the rural household's opportunities to access high-quality 
information and resources. The close internal social ties in these agri-food SCs help individual 
households to internalise and overcome chain wide constraints, which is likely to trigger a process 
of social innovations in rural communities. Additionally, SME-led agri-food SCs have potential to 
upgrade industry and provide a broader view of competitiveness and sustainability in the area of 
each village, as it concerns the linkages and interdependence of the supportive activities extending 
the boundaries of individual villages and agri-food SCs. The larger scale SME-led agri-food SCs 
form a broad network of various capital assets (endogenous knowledge, modernised techniques, 
brand) to uncover hidden potential in a place, such as the formation of industry clusters, market 
power and reputation of rural communities in the transforming economic landscape. Hence, the 
capabilities of three types of agri-food SCs have collectively represented potential for different 
levels of community benefits. 
Although farmer-led, co-op-led, and SME-led agri-food SCs have internal sustainability capabilities 
to promote development in different levels of community, the separate chain level contribution is 
only connected with low-level community sustainability. SME-led agri-food SCs have more 
opportunities and creativity to lead the areas beyond villages to respond to market challenges, but 
shortcomings remain in efficiently and effectively mobilising potential in rural households and 
villages. For example, the SME-led vegetable SC in DL village is struggling to contribute to 
competitiveness without the involvement of rural households. Moreover, the capabilities in farmer-
led agri-food SCs are likely to reach from the household level to mobilise strengths and capabilities 
in chain level and beyond the villages. For example, the vegetable SC network in CJ village shows 
that the household farming tradition promotes competence in the co-op-led and SME-led agri-food 
SCs. A large number of rural households in a place also leads to land resource competition, which 
misses opportunities to lift up the level of community sustainability. In conclusion, high-level rural 
community sustainability requires coordination across all levels of community among rural 
households, villages and areas beyond the villages.  
7.4 Interactions between Sustainability, Agency and Governance Structure  
This section explores situational interactions between rural communities and agri-food SCs by 
synthesising sections 7.2 and 7.3. It addresses research question 3 regarding how the agri-food SCs 
contribute to rural community changes. Capital asset stocks of the four villages and the 
sustainability capabilities of three types of rice and vegetable SCs are shaped by a range of factors. 
In the rice sector, the capital investments in villages and rice SCs represent shared value, as the 
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sustainability of rice production brings together multifaceted political, economic, social and cultural 
interests among various actors. In the vegetable sector, the agribusinesses’ direct involvement in 
rural communities contributes to blurred boundaries in agribusinesses and villages and which form 
a shared territory. The combining of actions among the government, villages and agri-food SCs 
influence the process for sustainability in rice and vegetable SCs and rural communities.  
Although sustainability-oriented changes require cross-level collaborations in the rice and vegetable 
sectors, the situational factors and interactional processes in agri-food SCs exhibit very different 
means of achieving rural community sustainability. Specifically, the processes and purposive action 
for sustainability in agri-food SCs and rural communities create three capability groups: the 
powerful actor group - governments; the enabling actor group - agribusinesses and village 
committees; and the marginal actor group - local households and migrant households. The three 
capability groups exercise different roles and power in four villages to capture different government 
projects within the village boundaries. In addition, the “village structure”, influenced by agri-food 
SCs, filters a collective representation of governance routines – a core-periphery governance 
structure. Government occupies the centre of the network, allowing it to propose agendas, set the 
development goals, and exert direct coercive and regulatory authority in rice and vegetable sectors. 
Agribusinesses and village committees are located at the middle circle as medium or enablers to 
connect the government and community actors. Local households and migrant households form the 
outer circle which are incorporated into various elite actors-led development projects to achieve 
development goals.  
The motivations and aspirations of various participating actors shape a multifaceted process in the 
three types of agri-food SCs for sustainability, which is summarised in Table 7-5. The structure or 
“pattern” of social interaction contributes to the context-specific interpretation of reality by each 
group actor. The social and cognitive understanding of the process reflects a sequence of events and 
activities among chain actors, which also encourages all chain actors to reassess their actual and 
potential interactions within the agri-food SCs for sustainability. The emergent structural properties 
and continuous human agency play a role to modify the network assumptions that have been 
created. The next three sub-sections provide detailed practices connected with rice and vegetable 
sectors.  
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Table 7-5 Actors, roles, action and assumptions in the governance structure 
 Governance structure 
Actors  Government Agribusinesses, village 
committees  
Local and migrant rural 
households  
Chain  SME-led and co-op-led 
agri-food SCs 
Farmer-led agri-food 
SCs 
Roles  Powerful actors  Enabling actors Marginal actors 
Action 
processes 
Dominant 
participation 
Cooperative participation Marginal participation 
Modified 
assumptions  
All policies are 
local. 
Native capabilities build a 
sustainable business.  
Self-dependence 
constructs expected 
benefits. 
7.4.1 Dominant participation of the government 
In both rice and vegetable sectors, the government played a dominant role to achieve sustainability 
through various projects. In the rice sector, the government focused on the price mechanism to 
stabilise rice farmers’ income and encourage large-scale farming. The individual-based mechanism 
was embedded in the branches of Sino-grain, as they competed to increase their scale of 
procurement and storage for contract benefits. Similarly, the individual-oriented government 
sustainability agency was reflected in the vegetable sector. “Sustainability agency” refers to 
network actors' consciousness, interests, identities, logics or routines to make choices. As shown in  
Figure 7-3, the municipal government enacted various policies for sustainability capability building 
in the vegetable sector, and these policies transform into specific projects to link with SME-led and 
co-op-led agri-food SCs. The government connections with different types of agri-food SCs have 
social meanings. SME-led vegetable SCs were mainly controlled or determined by agribusinesses; 
co-op-led vegetable SCs were influenced by the power of agribusinesses or village committees; 
farmer-led agri-food SCs were connected with local rural households and migrant rural households. 
Both village committees and agribusinesses, playing the roles as political elite and economic elite, 
were regarded as change makers in the four villages and rice and vegetable sectors. In other words, 
government sustainability agency in rice and vegetable sectors was achieved through the privileged 
SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs, while the farmer-led agri-food SCs loosely connected with 
the SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs, or were even ignored.  
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Figure 7-3 Institutional arrangements and governance structure in the vegetable sector 
The government actions suggested that sustainability in agri-food SCs was connected with or 
defined as the implementation of government policies rather than the participation of the majority of 
rural households and migrant households. The government projects preferred the SME-led or co-op-
led agri-food SCs (agribusinesses and village committees) due to their resource endowments to 
achieve government goals. Firstly, the village committee was partly an extension of the government 
administrative system, as they were representative actors or communication hubs in the political 
process. Especially, village committees served as conduits for government information, training and 
financial assistance, leadership opportunities, and participation in development initiatives. Village 
leaders often acted as knowledge brokers and policy entrepreneurs at multiple levels of an 
organisation, and made linkages and translated local concerns to levels above and vice versa. 
Secondly, agribusinesses were the stakeholders or beneficiaries of agricultural policies, as they were 
directly connected with the government purposive interventions in the industrial evolution. The 
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intentional development sought to speed up agricultural integration, which also meant economic 
opportunities for agribusinesses to gain advantages in sustainability. 
Although the government played a dominant role in the policy implementation, the “all policies are 
local” claim reflected that the process for sustainability in agri-food SCs is flexible and challenging. 
The policies are reinterpreted by agri-food SCs to accommodate diversified development patterns. 
The policy implementing process was tailored by local institutions to fit local circumstances. Local 
social networks play a role in influencing the effective enforcement of and compliance with 
sustainable regulations in the existing formal institutions. As shown in the synthesised influence 
network around agri-food SCs in Figure 7-4, hierarchical governance arrangements from national 
level to village level formed an ordered structure to shape governance capacity and dynamics in the 
rice and vegetable sectors. However, the nested or cross-scale local situation impacted sustainability 
governance in villages and agri-food SCs. The viability of the rice SCs was largely determined by 
local social cohesiveness, and it was also indirectly impacted by the trade in the global rice 
networks. Similarly, the thriving vegetable SCs were impacted by the overall local context which 
has distinctive social-economic elements, such as urbanisation, industrialisation and an international 
corporation. This suggests that vegetable SCs compete with and coordinate with other industries for 
various resources. Interestingly, the local context for agri-food SC network development, to some 
extent, was tied up with global factors (global rice SC networks and an international corporation).  
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Figure 7-4 The nested governance structure in the SME-led agri-food SCs 
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7.4.2 Cooperative participation of SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs  
The cooperative behaviours of SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs with the government were 
rational and selective. The competition for government projects showed a filtering effect in various 
types of agri-food SCs and villages linked with those chains. The filtering concept is widely used to 
describe the dynamics of a regional (or community) level real estate investment pattern in the 
liberal market. The issue of filtering draws from ideological beliefs about the market’s efficacy, 
which shows a disfavouring development pattern for disadvantaged places. Filtering is a valuable 
concept for understanding the multi-dimensional social capital in various chains. Although the 
government can partner up with actors to lead development in villages, the target partners were 
chosen purposefully based on each actor’s “asset collection” to achieve visible development results 
and the government’s purposes. In the four villages, some communities were enterprising in gaining 
government projects while the poor villages were left behind. There was a clustering effect from 
gaining government projects, if previous cooperative connections had delivered positive outcomes. 
The processes gave priority to a specific dimension of sustainability outcomes, such as achieving 
economic and environmental benefits, or the balanced distribution of public resources. 
Agribusinesses and village committees creatively took advantage of policies rather than actually 
implementing them, and they combined top guidance and local initiatives to generate desired policy 
effects rather than build a real sustainable community.  
All of the SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs reported that “native capabilities build a 
sustainable business”. In the rice sector, SME-led rice SCs lacked incentives to cooperate with the 
government or apply for government subsidies, as they reflected on the hidden costs and potential 
failures caused by the government projects. Meanwhile, SME-led rice SCs stressed the significance 
of product quality to build a sustainable business. The various village-based co-ops with 
commitments to gain government subsidies failed to build a sustainable business, and the structural 
power inherently damaged the social solidarity in the village. In the vegetable sector, 
agribusinesses’ involvement in government projects promoted an experimental learning process for 
sustainability in the agricultural industry. The capitalist vegetable SCs increasingly accepted that 
sustainability opportunities derived from native capabilities to embrace multiple development 
logics, including formal institutional arrangements and informal cultural-cognitive institutions. The 
discourse put economic rationality and community development wisdom together, as agribusinesses 
recognised that to be connected only with economic benefits cut them off from opportunities for 
future value creation in the broad rural areas. Agribusinesses in vegetable SCs said that it was 
important to interact with both formal and informal institutions.  
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For the formal institutions, capitalist vegetable SCs updated their initiatives when dealing with 
government or with its projects and regulations. Hierarchical models or ways of doing business 
were not always desirable or effective, as capitalist vegetable SCs sometimes were struggling to 
cope with the regulations (including social, economic and technological programs) designed and 
imposed by governments alone. The connections with government were both enabling and 
constraining. Careful study of the policies revealed that the political slogans about sustainability 
combined words with contradictory meanings and made illogically constructed phrases sound real. 
Seeking government subsidies or being involved in government policy opportunities require agri-
food SCs to respond to multiple conflicting goals. For example, “socialist market economy” or 
“stability and development” reflect government sustainability intention to achieve community 
prosperity and business survival simultaneously. SME-led vegetable SCs need to balance the 
paradoxes of government decision-making, such as seeking low price for consumers and high 
incomes for producers simultaneously. Native capabilities were related to absorbing challenges in 
government regulations and programs, and the paradoxical management capabilities could be 
mobilised to form foundational principles for the development of sustainable business models. 
Government aims at promoting rural economic development, but it forbids agri-food 
product price rising. It is inherently conflicting. Without increased income from agri-food 
selling, how could agri-food supply chains drive economic growth in rural communities? 
(In-depth interview with an SME-led vegetable SC) 
However, capitalist vegetable SCs had a high commitment to maintain relationships as well as 
desirable performance, as the reputation and achievements of agribusinesses provided signals for 
the government to establish continuous cooperative networks. The SME-led vegetable SCs reported 
that “we could not ruin the reputation of government”, as relationships based on collective thinking 
maintained a fair degree of confidence in smoothly running government routines. Another 
informant in SME-led vegetable SCs confirmed that stable cooperative relationships received quick 
administrative approval and provided rapid feedback on the partnership performance. Well-defined 
relationships and practices between agribusinesses and the government reduce uncertainties in 
government programs, such as communicating, negotiating and coordinating transactions, as well as 
maladaptation or a failure to adapt. The processes may also encourage the formation of strong ties 
and well-defined value creation activities which benefit these agri-food SCs. 
For informal cultural-cognitive institutions, capitalist vegetable SCs gradually matured native 
capabilities to fulfil community demands, which allowed opportunities to be identified and 
exploited. Although market rationality made agribusinesses reluctant to commit fully to a village 
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community’s benefits primarily, those with rational profitable actions always took notice of 
community risks and conflicts (like local land contract conflicts, and low commitments in work) in 
the vegetable SC processes. This thinking was likely to obstruct agribusinesses from future value 
creation opportunities in the rural areas. Capabilities for sustainability linked native or endogenous 
values with SC practices, but required profound wisdom to be integrated into sustainability 
governance. The mobilisation of native capabilities enabled agribusinesses to transform government 
programs or experiments and local issues into measurable benefits for companies, consumers and 
local communities in vegetable SCs. The processes were strategically related to the development of 
agri-food SCs in rural communities.  
7.4.3 Marginal participation of farmer-led agri-food SCs  
Farmer-led agri-food SCs stressed the significance of self-dependence for chain level development. 
Farmers widely reported that they obtain limited or no net benefits in the process, as the governance 
structure benefits rural elites. The complex processes between policy goals and policy outcomes 
were interpreted through a common saying - “The top policy is good, but the top-down process is a 
mystery”. This showed the complexity of achieving sustainability and tackling tensions in the elite-
oriented community development processes. Household farmers reported that being offered 
something by the government was only better than nothing, but they would never expect that 
government fulfil development needs in agri-food SCs. In this context, farmer-led rice and 
vegetable SCs linked chain-wide competence to personal capabilities, individual efforts and social 
networks.  
The wide economic failures in SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs undermine rural households’ 
collaborative initiatives with other sectors to create mutual benefits. Despite the fact that 
government had transferred the fiscal resources through various community and industry 
development projects, rural households reported that rural communities continue to experience 
persistent and concentrated poverty. Rural households also said that government and agribusinesses 
were equipped with complementary capabilities for rural development, while the development 
measures led to the misallocation of resources. The contradictions between the development 
initiatives and the sequences of community changes encouraged an isolated business climate. The 
governance structure had destructive consequences, as it decreased trust towards government 
ambitions for rural development. 
The marginal participation of rural households in rice and vegetable sectors created both advantages 
and challenges to achieve the desired states of affairs in the four villages. Current sustainability 
governance mobilised rural elites’ initiatives to promote the efficient implementation of policy 
160 
 
goals within village boundaries. The elite actors proactively sought connections and external 
resources to respond to opportunities: political elites' initiatives to create political interests29 and 
economic elites’ initiatives to create economic wealth. Some co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs 
failed to promote the development of rural households and villages, or deliver benefits to their rural 
communities, especially economic efficiency and social justice. Without consideration of rural 
households’ incentives and capabilities for actions, the policy’s effects on rural communities and 
agri-food SCs were uncertain.  
7.4.4 Conclusion to research question 3 
The dynamic and complex interactional processes in agri-food SC networks deepens 
understanding on RQ3:  
How do agri-food SCs contribute to community sustainability, especially what aspects or 
elements of agri-food SCs contribute to community sustainability?  
The interactional processes between agri-food SCs and villages involve multiple level factors, 
ranging from organisational, industrial to regional institutional levels. But agri-food SCs and the 
government put much consideration on economic development and environmental aspects within 
individual chains, while the social driver of sustainability, especially collaboration at a network 
level, is ignored. In the agri-food system, household farming operates as an independent economic 
unit in farmer-led agri-food SCs and rural communities. The emergence of co-op-led and SME-led 
agri-food SCs are social infrastructures to encourage entrepreneurial commitments for economic 
development. In contrast to rural household-based independent economic units, co-op-led, and 
SME-led agri-food SCs combine separate resources to form a resource-intensive entity. The co-op-
led and SME-led agri-food SCs are regarded as development agents to achieve economic benefits in 
the community. 
Although the economic and environmental benefits of individual chains are, to some extent, 
conductive to rural community development, they are also the structural causes or drivers of 
poverty, inequality, and social injustice. The SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs purposively 
mobilise assets, knowledge, skills, and efforts to gain individual development opportunities. The 
majority of farmer-led agri-food SCs have no power or capability to be involved in the decision-
making process. As the three types of agri-food SCs focus on internal benefits and meanings, the 
rational thinking in various types of agri-food SCs encourages separated chain level goals, 
                                                 
29 The villages in China have a self-organising system, and it is a formal institutional system for village governance. 
More information sees Xu (2014).  
161 
 
fragmented action, and social capital at individual level. The purposive and structure-oriented 
actions and assumptions encourage chain level development through the hierarchical or market 
mechanisms, which poses challenges to build a collaborative social structure and the broader 
community wellbeing. It can be concluded that agri-food SCs focus on an isolated chain level 
structure to transform rural community. The narrow strategic concerns not only restrict chain level 
capabilities that could assist rural community development, and the social structure and culture in 
rice and vegetable sectors, but also impede their own sustainability goal achievements. The 
magnitude of sustainability as a goal makes the government, villages and agri-food SCs have 
blurred boundaries and an interconnected process of social interaction in network level 
achievements. A sense of social obligation and shared identity are required to transform the 
structure of action for sustainability in a positive manner.  
7.5 Proactive SCR Implementation  
The current SCR practices in the rice and vegetable sectors suggest a rigidity trap. Agri-food SCs 
stress the economic and environmental drivers of sustainability like large-scale production, 
standards, and formal organisations, while the social driver of sustainability is omitted in the policy 
agenda. The rigid thinking treats sustainability as a goal to be achieved through various policies that 
control the various chain actors’ behaviours with environmental risks (inefficiency and eco-
inefficiency) in an area. The large-scale rice and vegetable SCs are best management options to 
monitor inputs, soil, and methods for sustainability. The SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs are 
regarded as solutions of “deficits” and environmental challenges in rural communities. The 
development agenda even arbitrarily links the environmental and economic development of agri-
food SCs with the rural livelihood choices, living traditions, and patterns of social relationships in a 
village. In the patterned sustainability governance in agri-food SCs, the government, SME-led and 
co-op-led agri-food SCs suffer capability limits. 
When I asked the chain actors and community members how to promote rural community 
development in their current context, the three types of agri-food SCs suggested different ways to 
fulfil their “functioning” in rural community development.  
7.5.1 From farmer-led agri-food SCs’ perspective 
Farmer-led agri-food SCs suggested that tangible progress toward resolving the governance 
shortages could be achieved through three processes: co-conceptualisation, co-capitalising, and co-
institutionalisation. Farmer-led agri-food SCs used to be ignored or restricted by the system of 
sustainability governance. The three processes suggest new ways to think about SCs’ complex and 
dynamic relationships with communities, especially the currently weak ties in sustainability 
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governance. The purposive interactions with communities help farmer-led agri-food SCs to exert 
various available capital assets and capabilities to promote social transformations in communities.  
(1) Co-conceptualising 
Co-conceptualising means that migrant rural households are involved in the innovative community 
development processes, which promotes a tendency for various ideas and capabilities to be gathered 
together for shared value creation. In the four villages, political and economic elites are officially 
accepted as community creators, while migrant workers, talented young people, and vulnerable 
local people are formally excluded actors. Proactive SCR initiatives need to move beyond the 
fragmented positions of actors and to conceptualise the neglected or excluded members as valuable 
actors in the community development. For example, innovations and social learning in CJ village 
have rich connections with experienced migrant households. The formation of SME-led agri-food 
SCs and new countryside construction in DL village also requires cross-sectoral and trans-local 
collaboration. 
Meanwhile, co-conceptualisation also requires taking into account the interactions between 
industrial development and the unique local conditions. The agricultural industry development 
makes gives the four villages blurred boundaries and provides a vibrant and dynamic lens of 
community. Co-conceptualisation processes consider collective impacts of the weak ties among 
villages. The collaborative relationships cut across villages to solve structural conflicts. This breaks 
the power structure and administrative boundaries in the rural villages. It promotes the inclusiveness 
of community development, and the interrelated community changes are invited through purposive 
interactions to improve the community knowledge and create social transformations.  
(2) Co-capitalising 
Co-capitalising is a way to exert the strength of the weaker ties during the community development 
processes. Farmer-led agri-food SCs suffer some challenges, while the four villages have diverse 
stocks of capital assets in various community members to leverage farmer-led agri-food SCs. Co-
capitalising requires including both local elites and excluded community members into the farmer-
led agri-food SCs’ development processes. The nuanced and comprehensive community capitals 
assessment may broaden opportunities, assets and liabilities, and set boundaries for community 
actions. The capital evaluation process is likely to promote the deeper understanding of the 
community structure. The thoroughness of “asset building” develops more context-informed or 
context-sensitive practices. Based on this perspective, the four villages elicit various future 
community development opportunities by involving those community members who currently have 
weak ties. The inclusion of those with weak ties to the farmer-led agri-food SCs can form a new 
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community structure to improve task achievement. It fits with a collectivist view to take each 
community member’s share of responsibility and an active role in collective issues. 
The co-capitalising process is also a solidarity building process through communication, which 
requires procedures to promote negotiation and communication in the community rather than the 
blind assumption of the symbolic connections of farmer-led agri-food SCs and community 
members. The four villages have various internal conflicts due to the unequal development 
processes. Co-capitalising seeks to solve these conflicts. Elite members of the community may 
inﬂuence community processes, or increase the capabilities to interact with external events and 
shocks. Hence, co-capitalising is a community building process to “transcend differences, unite 
around a common shared vision of the future, and act locally”.  
(3) Co-institutionalisation 
Co-institutionalisation promotes fundamental changes in farmer-led agri-food SCs through the weak 
ties. In farmer-led agri-food SCs, the weak ties with migrant farmers and external actors through 
legal (land transferring) contracts have initiated regulatory, institutional changes in the villages. The 
process is always defined as market-based institutional logic, as the efforts in land right reforms 
seek to promote exchange efficiency of land use rights. The market exchange principles fail to 
accommodate the community principles, social relationships and inclusiveness. In CJ village, the 
farmer-led agri-food SCs are excluded from the co-op for training opportunities or facility 
utilisation for the sake of risk reduction.  
Co-institutionalising means that institutional innovation involves the creation of market institutions, 
such as formal contract in rural villages, and the combination with cultural institutions in rural 
communities. It considers multiple ways used by organisations to respond to community members' 
positions and preferences. Both market and community institutional logics impact land rights 
changes and interactional patterns in rural communities. The market activities may draw on the 
community principle, and the community norms are gradually reshaped to support economic 
development. The land rights transactions require considering the place, institutions and 
interactional patterns, as rural villages are not only an economic and administrative organisation 
with collective farmland ownership, but also a cultural place. The compatibility of various 
institutions encourages cross-scale interactions to blur the boundary between the community rights 
and the market benefits for collective benefits. 
7.5.2 From co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs’ perspective  
The co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs proposed various discourses to promote rural community 
development. A discourse is a framework of thought, meaning, and action based on time-dependent 
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interaction processes. The existing sustainability capabilities in co-op-led and SME-led agri-food 
SCs suggest a type of “constrained” community, as there is low level of broader purposive actions 
to form a “we” for collective benefits. The problematic social structure fails to link community 
capital assets with chain level competence and progressive changes. In this context, co-op-led and 
SME-led agri-food SCs require new ways to engage the government and rural communities, and 
respond to future opportunities. Government interventions in SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs 
are expected to promote the viable connections and collaborations with the different levels of 
community. The SC-rural community nexus means a significant shift in thinking on a general 
community structure to increase the collective efficacy. The new form of agency to achieve 
sustainability promotes the emergence of transforming discourses in SCR initiatives at political, 
cultural, and structural levels. The multi-level agency for sustainability could be interpreted from 
three aspects: government empowerment, sustainable business model creation, and future-oriented 
problem-solving. These dimensions offer significant ways to avoid government power problems, 
seize chain level innovative opportunities, and create network level changes. 
(1) SC-rural community nexus as government empowerment 
The tightly-defined government policies and programs are problematic in this transformational era, 
as policies are not flexible and versatile enough to respond to the complex context for the various 
agri-food SCs. The SC-rural community nexus is a strategy to win state power and to use that 
power to transform rural communities and agri-food SCs. Government interventions need to 
consider the rural community and agri-food SCs simultaneously. The narrow focus on practices 
within a specific chain, a production factor (like efficiency of irrigation system, soil, certification), 
or price pose significant challenges to respond to market demands. The unprecedented 
transformations in agri-food SC networks have aroused government responsibility to tackle the 
social, economic and environmental crisis in rural communities and agri-food SCs in a systematic 
way. The traditional formal hierarchical government system poses the problem of unbalanced 
power and rights in tackling chain-wide challenges, and the “reactive” pattern increases political 
risks. The synergy between rural communities and co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs is likely to 
promote the regional socio-economic transformations, and environmental protection.  
Meanwhile, the dynamic and flexible interactional process within agri-food SCs and rural 
communities promotes government experiential learning, identification of opportunities and 
knowledge integration to respond to the highly uncertain liberalised agri-food SC networks. One 
respondent in a SME-led vegetable SC explained that their involvement in government seminars 
helped government understand the complexity of the emerging agri-food markets. The process 
makes government departments more responsive to conflicting policies. With centralised 
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government goals, the governance framework falls short in responding to the needs and capabilities 
of the agri-food SC networks. For instance, SME-led agri-food SCs face challenges to optimise 
rural communities’ access to outside economic and human resources, or financial and insurance 
services.  
The SC-rural community nexus as government empowerment indicates a shift in thinking about 
government roles in the collective efficacy of agri-food SC networks. It concerns the centrality of 
collective practices to achieve social goals. At the political level, effective interactions between 
SME-led agri-food SCs and rural communities can be conceptualised as government empowerment. 
SME-led agri-food SCs face institutional challenges to mobilise disadvantaged community actors' 
autonomy. Governments have a critical leadership role to play by creating an enabling operational 
environment for chain level capabilities. Government initiatives to drive capacities in rural 
communities have more potential to increase the collective efficacy in agri-food SCs, and are a 
fundamental way to leverage various potentials to address the government’s capability deficiency in 
agri-food SC networks. Proactive SCR implementation requires the formation of collaborative 
network activities beyond pursuing the high-speed environmental and economic transformation in a 
particular place, and the political arrangements should facilitate an enabling environment for 
collective efficacy in co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs. The improved agri-food SCs have 
capacities to involve disadvantaged actors and villages actively in a dynamic agri-food SC network. 
Public policy interventions may be critical to establish an enabling community environment to 
sustain and increase the scale of SCR operations. 
(2) SC-rural community nexus as agribusiness model innovation  
SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs are expected to seek agribusiness model innovations through 
new forms of collaboration with rural communities. In the interconnected agri-food SC networks, 
the wealth-oriented perspective concerns the tangible economic benefits in a chain. The narrow 
perspective navigates fragmented social identities of agri-food SCs in villages. The short-sighted 
wealth-oriented view of agribusinesses encourages a culture for short-term economic benefits in 
rural communities, which destroys solidarity and collaboration between agribusinesses and villages 
to tackle future challenges. The cultural contradictions of SCR practices indicate the fundamental 
conflicts of value creation in isolated agri-food SCs. It further increases the social cost of economic 
growth, and ineffective competition among various actors 
Business culture for the SC-rural community nexus emphasises a mutually beneficial relationship for 
holistic sustainability in agri-food SC networks. The importance of community factors in SME-led 
and co-op-led agri-food SCs are reflected in their sustainability capabilities. This view deepens the 
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understanding of value co-creation in the community context, and the effects of rural community in 
business competence. The renewed conventions extend the current technical approach and construct 
a collective logic to promote mutually supportive interaction with the communities.  
The business culture with community commitments concerns various social drivers of 
sustainability, including leadership, social expectations, reciprocity, and social justice. The depth 
and quality of relationships with rural communities will increase the capabilities of agri-food SCs to 
thrive in an uncertain, ambiguous, and turbulent market environment. Co-created shared value is 
such a culture for business and people to live and work now and in the future, which provides some 
understandings about the rise and fall of some co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs (like those in 
CJ, QF and DL village). Business model innovation is a new integrated logic of value creation and 
value capture, as it concerns an enabling agribusiness environment to leverage the potentials in agri-
food SC networks. The community assets regarding labour, capital, infrastructure, technology, and 
information comprise sources of competitive advantage for business.  
(3) SC-rural community nexus as future-oriented opportunities  
Both rural communities and SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs face various challenges to tackle 
the complex, interconnected local and global problems. The SC-rural community nexus forms a 
process of locally oriented collective actions. The interactional view of agri-food SCs and villages 
stresses constant adjustments to external opportunities. Agri-food SC, as a specified type of linking 
ties for rural community development, increases villages’ access to resources outside the 
community. Agri-food SCs also require the infusion of economic and human capitals in rural 
communities to thrive. However, SME-led vegetable SCs faced various conflicts with the village 
community, and SME-led rice SCs suffered from an ineffective rice procurement system that aimed 
at coordinating separate rural households. Community-oriented SCR in the process involves 
sustainability agency, governance structure and interactions for future challenges. It provides a 
different logic to conceptualise “the chain community”. SME-led agri-food SCs tap into their 
personal experience to interpret the meaning of community-oriented SCR and the mindset on co-
creating transformational change by facilitating co-creation from inside-out (Figure 7-5). 
In the agenda framing, community structure provides a coherent set of capacities to promote future-
oriented development trajectories. It gives priority to individual chain actors, the emergent inter-
organisational structure, and the holistic environment characterised by spatial boundary and 
temporal context. The collaborations between communities and agri-food SCs are the ways to 
achieve a win-win relationship in the agricultural industry. The rural communities with small and 
fragmented farmers find it impossible to compete in the market independently. The SME-led and 
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co-op-led agri-food SCs are rooted in the rural areas, and the various stages of value adding process 
need human, intellectual supports from the rural areas. The agri-food SCs and rural communities 
have to collaborate with each other for survival and prosperity. This statement is supported by all 
the actors in-depth interviews with SME-led vegetable SCs. They have realised that fundamental 
structural changes in agri-food SC networks may contribute to production and relational capability 
improvements in rural communities, which provides a coherent framework to build an alternative 
future for SME-led capitalist vegetable SCs.
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Figure 7-5 The reshaped community thinking in co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs
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7.5.3 Conclusion to research question 4 
SCR discourses are likely to be driven by different institutional practices and values. 
Proactive SCR implementation requires removing interactional barriers to leveraging 
community capital assets and chain level capabilities. In the rice and vegetable sectors, three 
types of agri-food SCs suggest a reframing of the community structure (network) helps to 
construct community sustainability. The social aspect of sustainability helps to address the 
study’s RQ4: 
How can agri-food SCR proactively be implemented to enhance community sustainability? 
The various insights on community-oriented SCR indicate the relevant opportunities 
embedded in agri-food SC networks. The initiatives on farmer-led agri-food SCs derive from 
rural households’ confidence in self-efficacy for future development and the strength of 
“weak ties” to promote their potential. Similarly, the frame of thinking on SCR in co-op-led 
and SME-led agri-food SCs is constructed on chain actors’ reflections to promote collective 
agency and development capabilities. The development efforts in various types of agri-food 
SCs expect institutional changes, interactional patterns changes of the whole agri-food SCs 
networks. The idea of “whole community thinking” brings the devolution of power in 
knowledge creation, dissemination, and legislation. The “proactive human agency” creates an 
interactional chain community imagination, and helps reframe traditional isolated strategies 
to build an alternative way of community development.  
In conclusion, optimising measures in the interactional processes (for farmer-led agri-food 
SCs) and extended sustainability initiatives in community structure (for co-op-led and SME-
led agri-food SCs) helps proactive SCR implementation to lead community sustainability. 
The incorporation of weak ties plays a critical role to promote collective well-being, and 
robust interactions increase the potential for community sustainability. Proactive SCR 
implementation also requires the chain networks to dedicate efforts to promote political, 
business culture and structural changes to fulfil the potentials. The enabling community 
structure provides more opportunities to solve sustainability challenges. The stocks of capital 
assets in rural communities and capabilities in agri-food SCs are interactive. A heightened 
sense of the interactions and connectedness creates an enabling community environment, 
which points to innovative community-oriented SCR implementation.  
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Chapter 8 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS  
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the theoretical and empirical implications of this 
study. It has six sections. Section 8.1 provides an overview of findings of the study. Section 
8.2 discusses key findings related to the four research questions, especially linkages with 
agri-food SCs and rural community practices in other countries. Section 8.3 examines the 
theoretical and empirical implications of improving SCR practices to the rice and vegetable 
sectors in Wuhan, as well as other places in China. Section 8.4 suggests the limitations of this 
research and opportunities for future research. The last section presents conclusions. 
8.1 An Overview of Findings 
This research explores the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities under 
SCR initiatives. It aims at understanding the alignments and misalignments between SCR 
goals and community sustainability outcomes, and providing implications for SCR practices 
with a commitment to rural community development. One basic assumption of agri-food SC 
analysis is that actors’ participation in the chain makes an impact on rural communities (Berg 
et al. 2007; Donovan et al. 2015; Mohan 2016). In this assumption, agri-food SCs and 
agribusinesses at a local level (Christensen & Phillips 2016) or a global level are thought of 
as development agents (Blowfield & Dolan 2010). In SCR discourses, researchers have 
interests in describing and evaluating the impacts of the sustainability-oriented policies and 
activities on rural communities regarding poverty reduction, employment, and agro-
environment protection (Blowfield & Dolan 2010). A significant implication of this strand of 
SCR practices is to improve the implementation of sustainability-oriented policies and 
preferred mode of conduct and activities such as the inclusion of chain actors, ethical 
campaigning, and workers' welfare (Kao et al. 2014). However, the research fails to notice 
that community development is a context-sensitive, dynamic and complex process. This 
stream of research assumes that agri-food SCs and agribusinesses achieve responsible 
commitments through social, economic and environmental activities in a community, which 
contributes to an agribusiness-focused SCR in a static community context. Hence, policies 
and SCR activities may envisage simplified ways to achieve community outcomes in agri-
food SCs’ contexts (Lund-Thomsen & Lindgreen 2014). 
In contrast to the one-way thinking, the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural 
communities concern mutual influence through capabilities, assets and cognitions among two 
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domains. This dynamic view suggests that agri-food SCs’ activities/policies connect with 
specific community characteristics/processes, and explains how the community processes are 
associated with a variety of achievements. The chain level activities/policies - community 
interface provides a community-focused view of SCR that occurs in a dynamic environment. 
This study bridges four knowledge gaps for rural community development in an agri-food SC 
context. Firstly, the initial states of the rural communities in agri-food SCs are not described 
precisely (RQ1); secondly, the nature of the agri-food SCs’ intended contribution to rural 
communities is also not sufficiently known (RQ2); thirdly, the process of the SC influencing 
the community (RQ3) and finally, potential barriers that might have to be overcome are also 
not known (RQ4). This study focuses on the four RQs to gain a deeper knowledge and 
understanding of the nature and effects of SCR practices on rural community development 
through a multiple case study examination in the rice and vegetable sectors. 
The dynamic and community-focused view of SCR helps to redefine the problem in China’s 
agri-food systems. This study finds that China’s local agri-food system faces different 
sustainability challenges compared with those in Western countries. The key sustainability 
issue in Western agri-food systems focuses on the conflicts and complementarity between 
capitalist agri-food SCs and short food SCs. In contrast, the deep-rooted problem of the rice 
and vegetable sectors in this study is the vulnerability of the macro system in fulfilling the 
capabilities of rural households for individual and collective agency in a dynamic market 
environment. The household responsibility system (land tenure system, see section 3.2) is an 
institutional arrangement for shared benefits at a community level in terms of social justice 
and economic efficiency, because the collective land assets distribute social, economic and 
political assets among rural households within village boundaries. The heart of the crisis is 
the vulnerability of fragmented rural households when adjusting to the changing production 
and consumption situations related to agricultural modernisation, globalisation, and 
urbanisation. The phenomena in China’s agri-food systems, such as inefficiency, eco-
inefficiency, and rural crises, are a reflection of the deficiency in the vertical and horizontal 
organising capability of agri-food SCs. Although the household responsibility system is an 
empowering mechanism for rural households to determine their livelihoods as the market 
transitions, the uncoordinated rural households face challenges to remain sustainable. SCR is 
a social movement towards reshaping village communities and various types of agri-food SCs 
to respond to the sustainability challenges in agri-food systems. 
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In pursuit of greater mutual opportunities between SCs and rural communities, this study 
brings in a community development perspective to think about agri-food SCs. Other studies, 
in economic geography, also consider agri-food SCs’ development and their impacts on rural 
communities (Bolwig et al. 2010; Neilson & Pritchard 2009; Donovan & Poole 2013; Fold 
2014). Bolwig et al. (2010) focus on chain level technical interventions on poverty reduction, 
participation and empowerment in rural settlements. Neilson and Pritchard (2009) examine 
how institutional arrangements within the chains shape the livelihood choices in rural areas. 
They seek to understand the struggles between chain level policies, models and strategies and 
institutions in rural communities. This stresses the importance of places and community 
contexts (regulations, behaviours and norms) to shape distinct dynamics of agri-food SCs. 
Donovan and Poole (2013) assess development outcomes for rural producers in agri-food SCs 
through five types of capital assets, and this approach implicitly involves the institutions 
along the chain to measure the development outcomes. Fold (2014) indicates that SC 
dynamics shape regional development pathways, especially rural livelihoods, and the impacts 
of regional development arise from the patterns of rural settlement and their integration with 
SCs. This comparative study of two cases suggests the need to ask what types of agri-food 
SCs link to what kinds of community development outcomes. These studies examine agri-
food SCs’ development potential with respect to rural community changes. This thesis, using 
a different framework on SCR, does not contradict the arguments and findings in the 
economic geography literature, but it expands the perspective to consider the potential of 
community development for improved agri-food SCs. This contributes a significant but 
largely missing viewpoint: effective community development will benefit agri-food SCs. 
Although the key aspect of SCR in China’s agri-food system is the synergies between agri-
food SCs and rural communities, policies and activities in agri-food SCs are focused more on 
economic and environmental benefits. The study location – Wuhan – has a transforming 
landscape of agri-food consumption and production, while community level effects suggest 
that the wealth-oriented SCR guides the practices in the rice and vegetable sectors in three 
aspects. Firstly, current reforms and policies in rice and vegetable SCs attempt to import 
effective, sustainable Western institutions into the given development context, but this does 
not always fit well with Chinese institutions. Sustainability initiatives or “solutions”, like 
ecological modernisation, ecological agriculture, and land property rights institutions, focus 
on the generation of economic benefits in agri-food SCs. As discussed by Yin and Zhang 
(2012), business responsibility issues in China have strong connections with only the 
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economic aspect of development in the community, which is influenced by government 
commitments. Similarly, the SME-led or co-op-led agri-food SCs are viewed as agents to 
drive the economic and environmental development in rural communities, while the social 
aspect of community changes, such as leadership, trust, and collective agency, are ignored. 
Secondly, in wealth-oriented SCR, efficiency for the development of agri-food SCs and rural 
communities requires exclusion of some actors, for economic reasons. The large-scale co-op-
led and SME-led rice and vegetable SCs have complied with the government commitments 
for sustainability, while the farmer-led agri-food SCs are ignored due to their small-scale 
contribution to economic benefits. The more vibrant villages gained more government 
investments and opportunities than the disadvantaged ones, as they are efficient in achieving 
government goals. Similarly, rural households are rational and creative enough to maximise 
individual economic income through the household division of labour and the outmigration of 
young people. The processes in rural households impact the capital assets in the rural areas, 
which intentionally or unintentionally influence agri-food SCs’ capabilities. 
Thirdly, the rice and vegetable sectors give limited consideration to creative community level 
action, as policy interventions focus on isolated effects in rural communities or agri-food 
SCs. In China’s context, agri-food SCs are expected to be an organising tool to promote 
collaborations between separate rural households in rural communities. The theory-practice 
interface in farmer-led, co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs indicates that the government 
policies and practices in rice and vegetable sectors continuously produce and reproduce 
isolated impacts on agri-food SCs rather than promoting the organising capabilities of rural 
households. The isolated impacts from agri-food SCs have limited effects on community 
organising and empowerment. The rice and vegetable cases suggest that both rural 
communities and agri-food SCs are constrained by the trap of stagnant capabilities along with 
increasing frustration in a poorly organised system. Hence, the SCR practices require a 
collaborative community structure for collective impacts, especially an innovative and 
inclusive process, which will mobilise capital assets in rural communities and capabilities in 
agri-food SCs. SCR in rice and vegetable sectors requires context-specific solutions to 
“problems” in their own agri-food systems. 
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8.2 Discussion of Major Findings 
The first objective of this study is to understand the holistic nature and impacts of SCR 
practices on rural community development. The results with respect to the four RQs provide 
a deeper understanding of rural communities impacted by agri-food SCs.  
8.2.1 Research question 1 
RQ1 examines the agri-food SCs’ impacts on the agricultural dependent villages. The key 
finding is that various agri-food SCs are more concerned about achieving specific 
development goals in the community rather than development of the whole community. The 
strategic SCR agenda has precipitated a chain of economic, environmental and social 
changes, such as employment opportunities, infrastructure building, agro-environment 
protection, and income improvement in the four villages. The various government and 
agribusiness projects are tools that seek aspects of sustainability in agri-food SCs. But the 
efforts are not integrated with comprehensive and holistic community building, such as 
cooperation, trust and solidarity. The narrow vision of community development partially 
leverages capital assets in rural communities and capabilities in agri-food SCs, but the 
interactional processes fail to promote the development of community agency in the agri-food 
SC networks. The ongoing process also misses opportunities to leverage community level 
action for improved capabilities in agri-food SCs.  
The impacts of agri-food SCs on the four villages support previous research on the lack of 
community level actions in chain level development initiatives. Donovan and Poole (2013) 
adopt an asset-building approach to measure the effects of agri-food SCs’ development on 
household well-being and resilience. This approach shifts the focus from a technical, 
financial and inputs assistance model provided by agribusiness SCs to the dynamics of 
livelihood assets at the household level. The household view suggests that agri-food SCs’ 
interventions on poverty reduction have various shortcomings, such as partial intervention, 
assets distribution, and constraining context. Despite the availability of research improving 
the understanding of the impacts of agri-food SCs on household capital assets, it fails to 
consider community level action, such as proposed by Brocklesby and Fisher (2003). These 
authors explore the issue of community development in the sustainable livelihood approach 
and indicate that the focus on external planning of people’s assets and livelihood security 
strategies may neglect human agency, collective action, and social organisations. They also 
argue that the household livelihood approach fails to understand people’s inspirations, as 
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agri-food SC development has limited interest in community development practices. For 
instance, Mohan (2016) is concerned with the specific rural livelihood and local institutional 
changes in Nepal caused by new arrangements in the global tea value chain, but the 
institutional analysis in agri-food SCs ignores the nature of the geographical community. This 
research treats the producers and their communities as part of the agri-food SC (Bolwig et al. 
2010). In a different business context, Marquis et al. (2007) and Marquis et al. (2011a) stress 
the influence of the community on business performance, and hence the opportunity to 
leverage the community as an influential level of analysis. This further implies that the 
community analysis and community development has unexamined potential for the 
development of agri-food SCs. In contrast to the missing community concern, Mundler and 
Laughrea (2016) consider the sense of belonging and social cohesion created by short food 
SCs in Canada and find that stakeholders in short food SCs do not consider the issue of social 
cohesion in rural territories. 
The results also raise questions and concerns that have yet to be tackled by the agri-food SC 
literature and community development literature. Agri-food SCs and rural communities have 
a complicated mutual influence relationship, so it is significant to distinguish what kind of 
agri-food SC initiatives are desirable and sustainable for communities (Stoian et al. 2012; 
Donovan et al. 2015). The interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities are 
two-way processes with inherent interrelationships. Effective social interactions within rural 
households and among villages have impacts on community solidarity, and grass-roots 
innovations promote the capabilities of agri-food SCs. The deeper understanding of 
community development requires a more thorough overview of households’ assets, 
community strengths, aspirations, and communication among inter-organisations. This 
expands policy responses to development in rural communities, which moves beyond 
tangible task achievements related to agri-food SCs. For instance, by considering the efforts 
of agri-food SCs separately from community capital assets, the changes in CJ and DL 
villages show that agribusinesses have more concern for chain level goals than for 
community building. The clarity of the constant interacting processes in the four villages 
indicates that the chain level interventions focus on production related investments, while 
measures to encourage community level action are limited. In both the rice and vegetable 
cases, the general agri-food SC level interventions are not integrated with community 
organising. This shortcoming in building community agency increase challenges in agri-food 
SCs. 
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The results also suggest that without a deeper understanding of community development, the 
government and some researchers may be over-optimistic about the influence of 
agribusinesses or co-ops on rural communities. For instance, Bromwich and Saunders (2012) 
assess an international assistance project in China, and discuss the role of the co-op in 
effective rural community development, such as increased income and community harmony. 
However, the research fails to provide detailed consideration of the political-legal framework 
and external market conditions that are stressed by Donovan and Poole (2013), which may 
lead to over-emphasising the impacts of the co-op on community development. Walzer et al. 
(2016) indicate that community development is a complex process to mobilise various capital 
assets, so it is unreliable to link isolated and predetermined government projects with the 
positive community development outcomes. Meanwhile, it is not appropriate to claim 
increased village level harmony as real community development, as Rogers (2014) points out 
that the unequal development structure of the poverty reduction programs may widen the 
village gaps rather than promote collective agency in rural China. This study reveals that 
researchers need to get close enough to behaviours in the communities in multifaceted 
contexts rather than merely looking at the household level impacts in agri-food SCs’ contexts. 
Hence, community level development is an underexplored issue in agri-food SCs’ efforts in 
both theory and practice. 
8.2.2 Research question 2 
RQ2 examines the connections between agri-food SCs and rural communities. A key finding 
is that the three types of agri-food SCs are connected with different levels of the community. 
Farmer-led agri-food SCs have strengths to promote development at household level; co-op-
led agri-food SCs have potential to leverage village level development, and SME-led agri-
food SCs tend to drive socio-economic development beyond the village level. However, 
separate contributions in the three types of agri-food SCs are connected with low-level 
community sustainability. High-level community sustainability requires innovative 
mechanisms to coordinate the agri-food SCs to exert their strengths while avoiding 
shortcomings. These dynamic connections are not treated seriously by the government and 
agribusinesses. For instance, although the government has initiatives to drive a high-level of 
community sustainability, the measures are not well aligned with its desired outcomes. The 
government is predominantly concerned with the separate SME-led and co-op-led agri-food 
SCs, but fails to consider the challenges at the community level, or the combined influences 
of the SCs. The conflicting interests and weak solidarity in rural communities impede the 
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efficiency and effectiveness of SME-led and co-op-led agri-food SCs in business outcomes. 
Meanwhile, low level sustainability capabilities in agri-food SCs restrict community 
development. 
Another finding is that further efforts are required to promote coordination across farmer-led, 
co-op-led, and SME-led agri-food SCs. Cross-chain coordination is a new practice in agri-
food systems to promote high levels of community sustainability. The three types of agri-
food SCs are not only competitors but also have incentives to collaborate. The vegetable SC 
networks have indicated the possibilities, and the government requires further policy 
innovations to drive collaborative patterns for industry upgrading. Interestingly, Reardon et 
al. (2012) also indicate that the collaboration between various types of rice SCs is a viable 
strategy for rice industry upgrading, based on observations in the northern part of China. The 
farmer-led agri-food SCs are likely to have a competitive advantage in Chinese agri-food 
systems if they are well integrated into the modern agri-food system30. The rural households 
have hard-working and self-organising traditions, and the cultural capitals in rural households 
have high potential to reduce production and coordination costs compared with large-scale 
farming. Meanwhile, the environmental value and cultural value of traditional farming are 
increasingly recognised by the agri-food market. The future investments in farmer-led agri-
food SCs including farming facilities, knowledge improvement, and marketing are different 
to previous patterns. A significant issue is how to encourage SME-led agri-food SCs to 
collaborate with farmer-led agri-food SCs and restrict the power of SME-led agri-food SCs. 
Increasing small rural households’ assets and potentials are significant ways to achieve chain 
level efficiency, eco-efficiency and equity. The rise and fall of SME-led and co-op-led agri-
food SCs (including cases in QF, CJ, DL villages) have proved that collaboration with rural 
households is an industrial innovation allowing them to thrive. Although multi-party 
coordination in agri-food SC networks is inherently more complex than dealing with a single 
planning aspect in agri-food SCs, the potential benefits of these models usually outweigh the 
added complexity.  
However, the collaboration between various types of agri-food SCs for community level 
development faces a significant challenge – the linear assumptions about agri-food SCs’ 
                                                 
30. This view is aligned with the resource-based view of competitive advantage. According to Barney (1991), 
traditional household farming patterns in China are likely to have a sustained competitive advantage due to their 
valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable quality through combination with modern agri-food SCs.  
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impacts on rural communities. The effect of specific agri-food SCs is unlikely to be estimated 
accurately without full consideration of the whole community. For instance, Schneider (2015) 
makes a political and popular discourse analysis on China’s agricultural industry and finds 
that the farmer-led agri-food SCs are treated as dysfunctional social categories which are 
used by political and economic elites to justify the perception of “ills” in China’s agri-food 
system. This description of farmer-led agri-food SCs provides legitimacy for agricultural 
industrial policies and development partnerships in SME-led agri-food SCs. Similarly, Smith 
et al. (2016) examine capitalist and traditional agri-food SCs in Australia to promote 
community welfare in the face of severe weather events, and indicate that collaboration 
between them increases their capabilities to tackle sustainability challenges. This suggests 
that the contributions of agri-food SCs to rural communities are not isolated from their 
contexts, and different categories of agri-food SCs are interactive in influencing each other’s 
performance. Hence, a static view or a predetermined assumption of the functions and effects 
of a specific agri-food SC may obstruct the possibilities for cross-chain collaboration for 
community level development. 
8.2.3 Research question 3  
RQ3 examines the enabling and constraining elements of agri-food SCs contribution to rural 
community sustainability. The key finding is that inclusive governance mechanisms in agri-
food SCs are enabling elements to mobilise collective action, and they maximise the benefit 
for a broad set of different actors with their political, economic, social initiatives. In rice and 
vegetable SCs, the results suggested that the government had implemented two contradictory 
strategies to improve chain level sustainability capabilities: improving the agency of rural 
households through monetary investment and subsidies in rice SCs; or substituting rural 
households with agribusinesses through capitalist farming in vegetable SCs. The two 
strategies share the same logic: promoting chain level capabilities through economic 
interventions. The economic measures require rational exclusions to maximise the efficiency, 
and the wealth-oriented governance strategy in agri-food SCs fails to result in collective 
action. In contrast to expected sustainable performance, the linked rice and vegetable SCs 
failed to trigger fundamental changes in the four villages. The village-based investments 
partially mobilised the village potentials.  
A more inclusive governance structure has potential to promote the competence of agri-food 
SCs. The inclusive governance structure is similar to entrepreneurial social infrastructure as 
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an alternative to social capital as proposed by Flora (1998). Promoting the inclusion and 
diversity of agri-food SCs is a way to encourage agency, equality, and collective action for 
desired sustainable outcomes. In rice SC networks, the exclusion of farmer-led ones in the 
name of public health provides fewer benefits for the public, as SME-led rice SCs had fewer 
initiatives to reduce the discrimination against rural customers without the competition from 
the farmer-led rice SCs. Effective competition in the rice retailing marketing in rural areas 
was also likely to drive Sino-grain’s reforms in paddy storage. It is reasonable to argue that 
the existence of a prosperous and competitive rice market is a more effective way to ensure 
food quality and food safety than incomplete government interventions. An inclusive 
governance structure not only requires equal institutional access (such as certification and 
subsidies) for different competitors, but also proactive government planning to encourage 
diversified and innovative farming patterns. For instance, the integrated farming patterns in 
QF and XH villages suggest ways of improving sustainability capabilities in rice production. 
The context-specific initiatives and cultural assets play a significant role to create better 
results for the community as a whole. The inclusive governance structure requires the 
government to forsake its incomplete assumption on the impacts of agribusinesses on rural 
communities and consider community level development. The fragmented development in 
geographically connected villages creates deeper governance challenges, as the competing 
and uneven development processes may obstruct collective agency to achieve community 
outcomes.  
In vegetable SCs, the inclusiveness of diverse governance structure and sustainability 
initiatives supports the development of rural communities. In CJ village, the evolution from 
first an exclusive traditional production style, then an exclusive capitalist production mode to 
an inclusive governance structure of vegetable SCs promotes economic viability and 
community development (Figure 8-1). The traditional farmer-led vegetable SCs with 
household production faced challenges to promote community development. The early 
capitalist way of production (contract farming) excluded collective agency and the 
community needs. The low convergence of interests in SME-led agri-food SCs (such as 
technology and production patterns) reduced chain level competence and community welfare. 
The transitional co-op-led vegetable SCs mobilised migrant rural households’ production 
initiatives and capacities to create shared benefits, which also provided learning opportunities 
for farmer-led vegetable SCs. The inclusion of household initiatives and community-wide 
outcomes suggests the improving quality of vegetable SC networks. The amount of technical 
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investments are poor measures to assess the community development, as the vegetable SC 
investments without considerations of community agency and household empowerment were 
useless in CJ village. In DL village, the benefits and the investments in the capitalist 
vegetable SCs were not distributed to rural residents, and they also failed to promote 
community-level action. Hence, the inclusion of household commitments and collective 
agency in the chain level interactional processes help rural communities to adapt to and thrive 
in a dynamic, turbulent and uncertain environment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 8-1 Forms of interactions and evolution of agri-food SC networks in CJ village 
The emergent phenomenon in vegetable SC networks is not a value-neutral process, and is 
laden with power regarding the economic and deeper cultural meanings. The weak ties 
among rural households are survival strategies for farmer-led agri-food SCs, while the strong 
ties between government and agribusinesses provide the capability and leadership to change 
rural communities. Agri-food SCs and rural communities exert influence on each other; this 
is a two-sided process. Both capitalist and traditional ways of production reshape the 
governance structure and sustainability agency in the vegetable SC networks. Agri-food SCs 
and rural communities are dynamic and adaptive in responding to challenges and thus gain 
competence. The micro-level framing of processes captures the context-specific, diverse, 
complex interactions between agri-food SCs and rural communities. The process suggests 
that inclusive institutional arrangements are fundamental elements for rural community 
sustainability. Similarly, Smith et al. (2016) examine the performance of both capitalist and 
traditional agri-food SCs in Australia to respond to severe weather events and find that the 
inclusive chain structure arrangements increase collective efficacy and well-being in a region.   
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The inclusive governance arrangement requires an integrative action structure to trigger 
organisational pattern innovations. A key issue is the social drivers of sustainability to 
promote development in agri-food SCs. For instance, the agribusiness in DL village adopts a 
community development means to respond to strict government agro-environment protection 
rules. The natural resource management and community economic restructuring set the 
foundation for the development of the piggery farm and promoted the emergence of SME-led 
vegetable SCs, but the vegetable SCs’ efforts failed to include capacity building of rural 
households. That was also criticised by Scott et al. (2014) when examining China’s 
ecological agricultural sector. As the development of SME-led vegetable SCs is treated as 
community development efforts, the reputational legitimacy helps them to escape further 
responsibility in rural communities. The micro-level processes in SME-led vegetable SCs 
show that rural households exert influence on the vegetable SCs, as the dysfunctional 
community organisation (such as low interest and initiatives in employment) increase chain 
level social and economic conflicts. In addition, the government projects channelled through 
the separate efforts in agri-food SCs suffered low effectiveness in both community 
development and chain level capability building, which also strengthened the distrust of the 
government projects. Rather than symbolic manipulation between agri-food SCs’ 
development and rural community development, community sustainability requires inclusive 
mechanisms to reduce the power and knowledge of the government and elite actors. The 
inclusive action structure may create and maintain a continually evolving and interactive 
social pattern, which brings about a convergence of interests and diverse line of action around 
a common purpose in the agri-food SC networks. The collective agency and open 
communication between rural communities and agri-food SCs plays a significant role in 
improving the investments and tangible assets. 
However, the building of an inclusive governance structure is an unexplored issue, as most 
research concerns separate issues in either rural communities or agri-food SCs. Zhan (2015, 
p. 109) focuses on rural industry development with a specific interest in the ownership 
debate. He contends that “the role of community, missed in the ownership debate, brings to 
light the importance of access to various community resources and household strategy, while 
extending the scope of research beyond ownership”. Hence, rather than isolated impacts in 
either agri-food SCs or rural communities, explicit efforts in cross-sectoral consideration are 
likely to create an enabling and inclusive operational context for chain level competence and 
rural community development. The SC-rural community nexus view of SCR engages various 
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interconnected social, cultural, political and ecological values to form a collective structure to 
promote the transformation of whole agri-food SC networks. It is also likely to overcome the 
obstacles caused by the incomplete assumptions in rebuilding the consensus in agri-food SC 
networks. 
8.2.4 Research question 4 
Proactive SCR implementation related to RQ4 examines reflections on mutual interests 
between agri-food SCs and rural communities. A significant finding is that the suggestions or 
reflections from various types of agri-food SCs call for different relationships and governance 
structure to build a new form of “we”. In the collective structure, the core issue is not to enact 
effective policies to fulfil social “needs”, but to mobilise potential in various types of agri-
food SCs to make changes. Proactive SCR behaviours stress a collective structure as a whole 
to promote social justice, effectiveness and collective benefits. For farmer-led agri-food SCs, 
co-conceptualising, co-capitalising and co-institutionalising indicate rural households’ desire 
to be involved in the industrial planning. The local and migrant households call for more 
equitable outcomes in government financial supports. These three aspects of suggestions on 
governance structure are aligned with current calls for equity, empowerment and 
collaboration to achieve community level sustainability in China (Meng 2016). These social 
changes have potential to fight against the rigid industrial structure that gives only limited 
consideration to rural households’ initiatives. 
Moreover, the discourse indicates that co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs call for changes 
in business culture and structure as well as politics to ensure sustainability, which provides 
fresh insights on SCR discourses. The discourse “SC-rural community nexus as government 
empowerment” links micro chain level performance with macro political-economic structure 
in China where the government directly creates the market environment in a way that is 
different from those in Western countries (Fairbrass & Zueva-Owens 2012). Rather than the 
facilitative role of government to pursue sustainable outcomes, the government is likely to be 
the source of “unsustainability” problems. For instance, the action of the government caused 
the water pollution in XH village, and resource misallocation in CJ and DL villages. The 
decentralisation of government power helps to produce better results. Meanwhile, the role of 
community in promoting business model innovation is an emerging issue in current research 
(Adler 2015), and the discourse “SC-rural community nexus as business model innovation” is 
aligned with theory and practice. Rural communities are gradually becoming involved in 
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agribusiness SC practices and strategies to create a competency that improves protection of 
the environment and encourages agro-tourism. This entails structural, operational, strategic, 
and behavioural changes in both rural communities and agri-food SCs, although the process 
also faces conflicts. The discourse “SC-rural community nexus as future-oriented 
opportunities” reflects co-op-led and SME-led agri-food SCs’ desire for collaboration to 
reduce risks and capture broad marketing opportunities. 
“What principle or measures best informs the local agricultural industry’s potential for rural 
community development?” is an unknown but significant issue. All the problems in 
agricultural industry and rural communities are required to be solved at the local level. The 
general principles of ecological modernisation in the rice and vegetable SC networks not only 
fall short of tackling the sustainability challenges of degradation of the environment and 
decreasing profits, but also cause social conflicts. The market and government failures are 
likely to delay the achievement of social goals, including poverty reduction and food security 
in China. These subjective aspects of SCG derive from the systematic and iterative reflections 
of their sustainability capabilities in rice and vegetable sectors. The discourses generate 
concrete, context-sensitive SCR principles. They are valuable practical and grounded 
directions to achieve dynamic capabilities in a temporal, spatial, and socio-economic context. 
The boundaries between agri-food SCs and rural communities are less visible, as community 
resources and chain level capabilities are interactive. For the agri-food SC sector, the SC-
rural community nexus indicates a paradigm shift of competitive advantages. The SC-rural 
community nexus is a collective asset for both agri-food SCs and rural communities 
(Kretzmann & McKnight 1996; Green & Haines 2011), which creates a flexible operational 
environment for both sectors. The convergence between agri-food SCs and rural community 
creates differential advantages, as the agribusiness firms produce not only high-quality agri-
food for consumption, but also viable rural landscapes for recreation and living.  
The emergent structure proposed by different types of agri-food SCs suggests the significance 
of community in tackling complex issues. Agri-food systems provide a common context for 
community development (Christensen & Phillips 2016), and each community faces different 
challenges, such as economic efficiency, social justice and collective benefits. An inclusive 
community structure, such as co-creation commitments in farmer-led agri-food SCs, 
increases potential to solve various social challenges through resources within the 
community. The SC-rural community nexus, as a new insight into connections, is likely to 
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reshape the social fabric and overcome structural constraints (Bradshaw 2008). As depicted 
by Brent (2004, p. 213), “Community is a desire, continually replenishing itself as people 
seek voice and connectedness, in all their imperfections”. Bosworth et al. (2015) propose the 
community development process as “neo-endogenous development” that integrates external 
resources to increase local capacities. These valuable insights provide deeper meaning in 
SCR practices.  
Meanwhile, respecting some actors’ right and decision not to participate is also significant for 
building collective agency. Unlike pre-determined development patterns, this approach 
allows social innovations and transformations, at the same time respecting the local will, as 
some communities or community members may not be ready for changes. This viewpoint 
involves new insights on connections between rural communities and agri-food SCs. The 
different types of agri-food SCs, villages and government are involved as a whole to look for 
solutions through a same lens – SCR, while they have different commitments for changes. 
The parallel impact assessment is methodologically aligned with the collective impact 
approach for social innovations examined by Kania and Kramer (2013). Proactive SCR for 
rural community sustainability requires cross-level and cross-scale linkages to tackle 
sustainability challenges. Fundamentally, the SCR highlights the context-specific actions and 
policies for cross-sectoral impacts rather than isolated effects. It is necessary to intervene in 
purposive community restructuring for more equitable and effective cross-sectoral 
collaboration, communication and competition for both agri-food SCs and rural communities.  
8.3 Theoretical and Empirical Implications 
The second objective of this study is to provide suggestions to bridge the gaps between SCR 
initiatives and community development outcomes. Porter and Kramer (2011) argue that a 
business needs a functional community to provide critical public assets and a supportive 
environment and that a community needs successful businesses to provide jobs and wealth 
creation opportunities. In contrast to focusing on individual needs or deficits, this research 
provides theoretical perspectives and empirical evidence to creatively leverage “collective” 
assets and mobilise cross-sector collaboration for improved SCR practices and community 
sustainability outcomes. 
8.3.1 Pathways to community-oriented SCR 
Overall, it is clear that rural communities and agri-food SCs are interactive and mutually 
supportive, and community development is part of agri-food SC development. The blurring 
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boundaries and multifunctional role of community suggest new perspectives on the role, 
position and function of agri-food SCs. In order to bridge SCR gaps for community 
development, three aspects are significant for pathways to community-oriented SCR (Table 
8-1), which suggests directions for community sustainability in agri-food systems. 
Table 8-1 Pathways towards community-oriented SCR and wealth-oriented SCR  
Community-oriented SCR – 
considerations on the collective impacts between 
rural communities and agri-food SCs 
Wealth-oriented SCR – 
ignorance of the mutual influence between rural 
communities and agri-food SCs 
Embedded in community situations, norms and 
traditions 
Importing mechanisms, policies and activities  
Creating innovative and collaborative structure with 
a focus on connections and community assets  
Rational thinking for efficiency and the exclusion 
of disadvantaged actors 
Cross-chain coordination, cross-sector collaboration 
to build a community that considers interaction, 
diversity, and inclusion 
Predetermined development directions with a focus 
on isolated effects and excluding community 
potentials 
Firstly, practices in agri-food SCs need to be embedded in community situations, norms and 
traditions. Kim and Moon (2015) propose that business responsibility in Asia is constructed 
on a family logic or the relative significance of “community” as a stakeholder rather than the 
Western stakeholder approach. In Western culture, the shared value concept of business 
responsibility is related to marketing strategy (or crisis communication strategy to minimise a 
tarnished reputation). Consultation is used to seek to draw together opinions of stakeholders 
in order to present their regulations or attain legitimacy by gathering “voices” that conﬁrm 
their preferred institutional directives. Business responsibility in Asia stresses interactions 
with the community, which is required to reflect the high-commitment or mutual investment 
culture to bring people together for shared benefits. Nurturing trust, obligations, and 
reciprocity in inter-organisational interactions (guanxi) is likely to generate valuable social 
and cultural capitals for inter-organisational performance. This managerial strategy is quite 
relevant to SCR discourses of Chinese agri-business like Sino-grain. Sino-grain is one of the 
biggest nation-wide agribusinesses in China, but its CSR report, following the Western 
stakeholder principle, is too superficial to defend its reputation and legitimacy (Xu & Yang 
2010). The rice SC network in this study supports the fact that Sino-grain faced challenges to 
fulfil its responsibilities at a rural community level. SCR practices in rice SC networks are 
expected to increase the stocks of capital assets in the villages and capabilities in the linked 
rice SCs rather than merely complying with various rules and policies. Community-oriented 
SCR needs to respond to community cultural institutions. 
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Secondly, responsible agri-food SCs seek to create innovative and collaborative structures to 
build community assets and connections. Efforts in community development inherently 
create an enabling operational environment for building sustainability capability in agri-food 
SCs. A functional rural community requires more equitable policies and increased 
transparency and communication at the community level, while the policies that treat each SC 
separately, rather than considering their combined influences have weakened community 
solidarity and failed to fulfil social expectations. Each part connected with the agri-food SCs 
in turn has the power to exert influence on the value creation processes. A critical issue here 
is how to create an open and collaborative structure among rural households and villages in a 
rapid changing socio-economic and environmental context. It is insufficient to understand 
SCR through principles in policies and activities, as policies may fail to create the outcomes 
sought. Policies and activities have difficulty in delivering results without the inclusion of 
various community assets. 
Thirdly, community-oriented SCR requires coordination across farmer-led, co-op-led, and 
SME-led agri-food SCs. The interactions, diversity and inclusion of various chains have 
potential to exchange heterogeneous resources and maximise collective benefits. The 
vegetable SC networks in CJ village have indicated the possibilities, and furthering the cross-
chain coordination would be useful in order to drive rural community development.  
8.3.2 Community sustainability in the agri-food systems  
The community development processes in the four villages showed that future community 
sustainability in agri-food SCs is required to avoid three pitfalls of wealth-oriented SCR 
(Table 8-1). Firstly, the wealth-oriented SCR, with a focus on isolated chain level impacts, 
fails to consider the mutual influence between agri-food SCs and rural communities. For 
instance, village elites simplify community development as being about the provision of 
employment and income for only some community members, rather than fulfilling critical 
roles related to community organising, innovation, and diverse participation. They treat the 
isolated impacts on rural communities or agri-food SCs as development, which fails to 
recognise the synergies and joint effects between the two sectors.  
Secondly, community sustainability needs to consider diversity and equity rather than just 
looking for efficiency. The practices that exclude disadvantaged actors fail to fully grasp 
opportunities for development and sustainability in agri-food SC networks. The downside of 
neo-liberal ideology (i.e., capitalising rural resources) in vegetable SC networks is primarily 
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documented by related research in poverty reduction (Rogers 2014), new countryside 
construction, land use reforms, and corporate food regimes in China (Hsu 2015). The 
dominant institutional logic in government or business organisations forces members of small 
communities to obey the privatisation rules without full consideration of local actors’ 
interests and preferences. The community practices in DL village and the vegetable SC 
networks fail to consider household benefits, and the community level conflicts and 
resistance shake the legitimacy and effectiveness of the capitalist vegetable SCs’ methods for 
community development. Rather than developing the community for pre-determined 
purposes in agri-food SCs, it is better to allow it to develop for its own advantages. The 
benefits of community development, like leadership, innovations, cultural resources, and 
agro-environment, may create various benefits for chain level capabilities. Therefore, future 
SCR efforts should be required to support the community in developments that they wish to 
make. The SCR practices which are context-specific have more potential to promote effective 
interactions between agri-food SCs and village communities.  
Thirdly, in contrast to a mindset predominantly focused on economic development or 
environmental goals, a social culture that stresses open communication and collective agency 
is required for sustainability and fundamental innovations in agri-food systems. The bias 
towards specific agri-food SCs, both from researchers and policy makers, may lead to 
isolationist policies in agricultural industries and strengthen the existing structural inequity in 
rural communities. The practices in agri-food SCs show what is described as “the paradox of 
embedded agency”, and self-reinforcing stupidity (Alvesson & Spicer 2012). In the rice and 
vegetable sectors, all the related organisations, including agribusinesses, co-ops, rural 
households and the government, should play a greater role in promoting dialogue and social 
transformations rather than continuing measures which are ineffective. It is important to build 
social sustainability from cultural knowledge at the levels of actors, organisations and 
institutional environment, which helps improve the innovations in solving social problems 
(Andrews et al. 2013). 
8.3.3 Government role in agri-food SC networks 
Government power or paternalism is prevalent in cultures that value collectivism, which 
stresses stability, and conformity to authority (Hou & Zhu 2012). It is arguable whether 
paternalism is a Chinese traditional asset or a liability in the dynamic environment of agri-
food SCs. Paternalism may produce positive outcomes in providing support, protection and 
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care for the subordinates (Zhang 2012), while paternalistic behaviours may be ill equipped to 
change and adapt in the face of new business realities and demands. For instance, the price 
interventions in the rice SCs and vegetable SCs are an indication of the paternalistic cultural 
feature of SCG in China’s agri-food systems. The field research revealed that the dominant 
participation of government in agri-food SCs and rural communities obstructs the 
achievement of sustainability. In contrast to previous top-down interventions, the government 
needs to engage more with the local context and social motivations. The discourse “all 
policies are local” partially illustrates the fact that regulatory institutions alone cannot 
determine the performance of rural communities and agri-food SCs. Government engagement 
with the SC-rural community nexus is a key to avoiding structural problems in agri-food SC 
networks.  
A proactive government role in agricultural industry and community development can be 
encouraged in three ways. Firstly, it requires the dilution of a control culture in agri-food SC 
networks. How could the agri-food SCs provide more freedom and choices for farmers and 
consumers? For both the government and private actors, the monitoring approach for food 
quality and food safety fails to empower farmers and consumers (Gimenez & Tachizawa 
2012). The radical reforms in agri-food SCs should be concerned with how the government 
will encourage the capability of farmers and consumers to manage the environment and 
create shared value, as has been done effectively in their involvement in decisions about 
environmental policies. This issue is fundamentally connected with government changes and 
reforms in some aspects of agri-food SCs and rural community development. To some extent, 
this approach stresses the significance of community agency, which is aligned with the 
capability approach, the participation approach, and the social capital approach. This 
governance thinking is grounded in a community context, where various social norms, trust, 
and relationships operate like rules in organising social practices. The village-level or 
farmers’ self-organising may create a culture of autonomy and innovations (Xu 2014).  
Secondly, the government role in community-oriented SCR calls for new governance 
mechanisms. China has five tiers of government, from national, provincial, municipal, 
district, to township levels. In contrast to the top-down interventions, the practices require the 
district government to nurture a broader and cohesive SC-rural community nexus either by 
forging new connections, strengthening existing ones, or capitalising on weak ones. The local 
government SCR practices need to move beyond monitoring individual agribusinesses, or 
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promoting voluntary private governance, like food certifications. As the two agri-food SC 
networks studied are confined within a district boundary, it is necessary to focus on the 
potential of collaborations between SCs and the rural communities in which they begin, for 
agro-environment management, building of farming facilities and agri-food marketing at the 
district level. The key issue is to encourage the collective agency and solidarities within 
villages and across villages at the township and district levels. The government goal demands 
a shift from a focus on “green GDP” within a region to holistic community building through 
communication, empowerment, organisation and effective resource allocation. 
Thirdly, the government has a role in promoting purposive regional and community planning 
by encouraging cross-organisational collaboration to form a larger self-organising entity. 
Village committees and agribusinesses, both having self-organising capacities and initiative, 
are likely to be the complementary actors to lead rural community development. The two 
sectors could divide the tasks to promote the competence of villages as well as leading to 
industrial and the socio-economic development. These cross-sectoral interactions, broad 
communication and the sense of community encourage social innovations. The government 
should play a role in facilitating rather than impeding the informal interactions among various 
organisations.  For instance, the government can help to provide spaces and forums for actors 
from different types of chains and villages to meet, and create opportunities for interactions 
and collaborations among them. An investigation is required as to how and to what extent the 
government policies or actions promote effective interactions and genuine collaborations 
between rural communities and agri-food SCs in agri-food systems. 
8.4 Limitations and Future Research  
This study could not hope to reveal every aspect of interactions between agri-food SCs and 
rural communities due to the short-term and necessarily limited scope of research. The use of 
various types of rice and vegetable SCs and villages provide a holistic and in-depth view of 
SCR practices in the study location. This region, in Central China, is well-developed with 
strong leadership and economic viability. Many disadvantaged regions in rural China lack a 
stable agricultural industrial network, social infrastructures, enough labourers and natural 
resources. The context-specific view of community development through SCR needs 
comparisons of practices and research in regions under different economic development 
conditions. Meanwhile, further exploration of the interactions between international 
agribusinesses and state-owned enterprises with rural communities is required. The 
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inequalities of power and capabilities force rural communities to take different roles with 
agri-food SCs. Moreover, the research provides further opportunities and suggestions for 
community-oriented SCR practices, which requires an examination of the implementation 
challenges. To achieve sustainable development, more research needs to investigate how the 
community-oriented SCR drives and enables competing interests and cultures to work for a 
common future.  
Additionally, because of the habit of contextualization and analysis, the interactional view is 
suitable for Chinese cognitive patterns. In the view of Chinese ontology, form and substance 
could not be separated. It links entities and environment in a meaningful way (Nisbett et al. 
2001). The results are grounded in the findings among interviewees who preferred to link 
individuals with the broader environment all the time. Many researchers (Lloyd 2007; Chang 
2011; Li 2016) discuss the cultural-cognitive differences between Western and Eastern logics 
and thinking. The differences in knowledge and culture may have impacts on the qualitative 
results, but these comparisons and discussions are not available due to the fragmented 
knowledge regarding the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural community 
development. An example is that the short food SCs are regarded as an alternative or a 
conflicting category to the capitalist agri-food SCs in Western countries, while the vegetable 
SC networks in the study do not show this dichotomy31. The SME-led vegetable SCs seek 
“connections between the contradictions” (capitalist and alternative agri-food SCs) to create 
economic value. The effectiveness of the research design in another cultural context remains 
to be seen. 
Future research directions could be pursued at theoretical and empirical levels. At the 
theoretical level, more research is needed to understand the complexity of the interactions 
between agri-food SCs and rural communities. The SCR processes in most research are 
simplified by asking what activities are needed in the community to reflect SCR actors’ 
profile and principles conceptually. The chain of SCR influence is incomplete in this linear 
thinking, as the normative SCR theory assumes that SCR principles are both independent of 
their context of the application, and universally appropriate to all circumstances. Future 
research also needs to understand the influence of SCR practices on patterns of SCG in agri-
food systems, and the role of enhanced sustainability capabilities or community capital assets 
                                                 
31 Many researchers (Sonnino & Marsden 2006; Smith et al. 2016) criticise the dichotomy between short food 
SCs and capitalist agri-food SCs.  
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to reshape SCG and SCR practices, which has been examined in other industrial contexts 
(Hughes et al. 2008; Brammer et al. 2012). At practical levels, the interactions between agri-
food SCs and rural communities have contributed to structural changes in the rural 
communities. It is promising to use the community structure to explore specific development 
issues, such as poverty reduction and natural resource management. The broad and dynamic 
view of village communities regarding development includes migrant households, 
agribusinesses and governments. In addition, there is great potential in examining changes in 
the community structure which promote the development of the agri-food SC networks. In an 
emerging economy, agri-food SCs and rural communities are dynamic and experience 
constant changes. The SC-rural community nexus provides a more nuanced interpretation of 
what the current agri-food SC network creates and maintains at community, industrial and 
social structure levels, and how agri-food SC networks are constructed and reconstructed. 
Facing challenges on economic, social and environmental aspects, the emergent agri-food 
SC-rural community nexus provides a novel frame for thinking about how to manage 
complex challenges in agri-food systems. 
8.5 Conclusions 
This research explores the nature and effects of SCR on rural community development 
through interactional processes between agri-food SC and rural communities in the rice and 
vegetable sectors. It focuses on four research questions. The first two research questions 
explore SCR effects in rural communities and agri-food SCs. The results stress that SCR 
interventions are likely to trigger both positive and negative changes in rural communities 
and agri-food SCs. Community sustainability is an evolutionary process, and this view 
embraces a dynamic and complete understanding of the impacts of agri-food SCs on rural 
communities. Community capital assets and sustainability capability were used as tools for 
understanding and measuring the effects of agri-food SCR practices on rural communities 
(RQ1) and agri-food SCs (RQ2). RQ3 and RQ4 examine drivers and social mechanisms in 
SCR. The external and internal drivers demonstrate the purposeful value creation patterns in 
the existing agri-food SC networks. The study explores interactional patterns in agri-food 
SCs and the critical roles of various types of agri-food SCs to achieve community 
sustainability outcomes. The SCR practices entail a continuum of creativity, as various types 
of agri-food SCs and community members are involved to solve problem situations. The 
social processes of SCR bring together various actors in cross-scale interactions; these multi-
level interactions can be shaped for optimised effects. 
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The comparative analysis of various types of rice and vegetable SCs and villages in China 
deepens the understanding of a SC and a community, and their interactions. While a SC and a 
community are different concepts, in reality in any community they are likely to share some 
actors. The SC is the process of moving goods from the grower or producer, to the eventual 
consumer, through any number of handling steps. The community is a network of people with 
multiple interactions and shared institutions, within and potentially extending beyond, the 
village. In a Chinese agricultural community, the rice or vegetable growers are both members 
of their communities, and the first steps in the SCs for their produce. Second and third stage 
SC actors, such as brokers, co-ops and SMEs may also be in the same community. In a 
farmer-led SC, it is possible for the entire SC to occur within the community, if the farmer 
sells directly or indirectly to other community members. These distinct overlaps of actors 
between rice and vegetable SC and community members arise from adaptive choices of rural 
households in the community. Rural households move from total agri-food production to 
dual-employment in brokering, processing, and other business activities by leveraging their 
resources. The initiatives of actors outside villages (agribusinesses and the government) are 
also involved in seeking economic, social and political opportunities in such a dynamic 
context. These concrete processes of change in SCs and villages suggest that the community 
and SCs are self-organising systems, and the community capital assets and chain level 
sustainability capabilities are outcomes of their mutual influence. This provides a conceptual 
basis for bringing an interactional view of community back into SC research on rural China. 
The analytical separation between SCs and communities is constructed as a heuristic device 
to help focus the analytical gaze on the interactional dynamics and patterns between SC and 
rural community.  
Both agri-food SCs and rural communities in the rice and vegetable sectors are experiencing 
continual transformations. The interactions between the two domains are embedded in a 
broader socio-economic context. Based on emergent outcomes in the two agri-food SC 
networks, there is no strong evidence that isolated efforts in agri-food SCs improve 
community well-being, but the community level of analysis contributes to a strong argument 
that community organisation and the SC-rural community nexus support the vitality and 
development of agri-food SCs (such as SME-led rice SCs and co-op-led vegetable SCs). In 
other words, the traditional wealth-oriented SCR approach may have limited effects in 
supporting rural community sustainability, as the separate programs in agri-food SCs face 
challenges to deliver community-wide benefits. Furthermore, the narrow ways to achieve 
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community development provided by agri-food SCs may restrict chain level sustainability 
capabilities. The interconnected practices in agri-food SC networks require a broad sense of 
community and community solidarity. The interactions between agri-food SCs and rural 
communities reveal both challenges and opportunities caused by agri-food SCs, which 
questions the incomplete assumption that participation in agri-food SCs makes contributions 
to rural community development. Agri-food SCs need to make explicit efforts in rural 
community development in terms of community organising, leadership, and cross-sectoral 
collaboration. 
This research also suggests that various types of agri-food SCs make different contributions 
to rural community sustainability, while the government and current industrial policies favour 
large-scale agri-food SCs. The government’s rational thinking about large-scale agri-food 
SCs decreases the effectiveness of achieving sustainability in individual agri-food SCs, as it 
ignores the fact that various types of agri-food SCs are likely to exert influence on each other, 
and cross-chain collaboration promotes the continual developmental process toward 
sustainability. The separate practices in agri-food SCs decrease the potential to mobilise 
various capital assets in rural communities. Furthermore, consideration of agri-food SCs 
alone restricts open communication and creates conflicts in culture and values, which 
destroys the collective efficacy in the SC-rural community nexus. The various social conflicts 
and governance patterns reveal that an inclusive structure between rural communities and 
agri-food SCs involves value creation and transformations in agri-food systems.  
The cross-discipline approach in the rice and vegetable cases deepens the understanding of 
community-oriented SCR to respond to challenges in rural communities. It helps to acquire 
“new” knowledge and skills to enhance and complement previous theoretical and practical 
knowledge. Firstly, the community-oriented SCR stresses the centrality of collective efficacy 
by all those who are involved in pursuing joint strategies. It also requires enabling links 
between individuals and communities. The interactional processes concerns creativity in the 
SC-rural community nexus, and the way of thinking accommodates the diversity of action 
and practice. Secondly, community sustainability requires the avoidance of an isolated view 
of development in agri-food SCs. Activities and policies in agri-food SCs may not directly 
lead people to act collaboratively or even to congregate. A “given” pattern of collaboration 
and integration in agri-food SC networks may encourage power, conflicts and control in the 
development process. The control process can be destructive. The process calls for innovative 
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practices in agri-food SC networks, especially with respect to community members’ will and 
aspirations. Community transformations come from reflexive innovation and purposeful use 
of “strengths” or resources. Thirdly, the government needs to accept the existence of diverse 
social values and promote the purposeful and strategic development of alternatives. A 
strategic aspect of government action is to make full use of the diverse attributes and 
strengths in different types of chains. It needs the government to change the political, 
economic and social systems to promote a learning and enabling environment for interactions 
between all the chain actors. This view is aligned with the sustainability commitments for 
inclusiveness, diversity, freedom, and equity.  
This research enriches the understanding of rural communities and community development 
in agri-food SCs’ contexts. It examines the interactions between agri-food SCs and rural 
communities and investigates their mutual influence through capabilities, assets, structure and 
cognitions in two domains: rice and vegetables. A deeper understanding of community 
structure or context offers useful guidance for chain actors and community members with a 
desire to create shared value. Initiatives and policies for SCR are not means of achieving rural 
community sustainability, but are intentional and creative engagement tools to build the 
capacities of agri-food SCs and rural communities. Social interaction and cross-sectoral 
collaboration are significant elements for community development, and key ways to improve 
collective efficacy in agri-food SC networks. The open and interactional process is likely to 
create opportunities and reduce many problems. The future has many possibilities. Rather 
than following guidelines from successful experiences to direct a given pattern of SCR 
practices, the multi-level, multi-actor, and multi-objectives governance in agri-food SC 
networks is a way to encourage agency and solidarity at a broader level. Including conflicting 
views and equal development are possible opportunities in promoting rural community 
sustainability. This deeper understanding of rural communities and community development 
from an agri-food SC’s perspective suggests that community-oriented SCR means different 
things for different types of agri-food SCs. Future research and practices will need to 
carefully consider and respond to their internal complexities in order to create different ways 
of gaining rural community sustainability. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix 1: Scoping – semi-structured interviews 
 
① Walking-the-chain: Sustainability commitments on rural community 
development and agricultural industry from informed government officers or 
researchers 
 
Investigator name:                                                         Date of interview:                                .             
Address:                      township /                            district/                        city.       
1. General information 
Name:                                                                                      Gender:  Male           Female            
 Position:  Municipal government officer                   District government officer              
                  Township government officer                   Researcher                                          
Contact number:                                          .                           
Email:                                             .                                                             
2. Rural development information 
2.1 What is the average income for rural citizens in Hubei Province        / Wuhan city           / 
                       District         /                    township       ? 
                                     RMB/Year, among which,                 percent of income from 
agricultural production,                 percent from off-farm income.   
2.2 Demographic changes 
(1) Population:                                                                                               .                                         
(2) Changes in population- aging, health, educational level 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                               .                  
2.3 What are the social and environmental regulations, or strategies for rural development? 
And how do they work? 
(1) provision of collective goods- Facilities, infrastructure (e.g., ) 
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                                                                                                                                                 . 
(2) Environmental protection, e.g., environmental friendly and resource conserving 
experiment 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                    .    
3. Agricultural industry development  
3.1 What is the overall agricultural industry development in Hubei Province   / Wuhan city           
/                       District         /                    township       ? 
GDP in agricultural sector :                          RMB/Year. 
the scale of agricultural 
modernisation:                                                                                        . 
the modernisation level- the number of agribusiness 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                    . 
3.2 What are the government policies and methods in promoting agricultural industry 
development? And how do they work? 
(1) Financial support- subsidies, tax-exempt industrial development bonds in agriculture 
sector or , agri-food supply chains 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                              . 
(2) Human capital- providing training programs that build the managerial skills of 
entrepreneurs,  
promoting entrepreneurship among women or the disadvantaged groups,  
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                  . 
particular attention to talented youth 
219 
 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                    . 
(3) Knowledge- providing technical assistance,  
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                 . 
(4) Information- market information,  
                                                                                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                              . 
(5) intangible assets-  e.g., preservation and utilisation level of consuming heritages 
including culinary art, cuisine to improve market value of local products 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                  . 
3.3 What are the policies or methods in promoting SMEs and dragon head agribusiness 
development? 
(1) Certifications and regulations on agricultural products, e.g., rice/ vegetable? 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                    . 
(2) providing market demand and supply information 
                                                                                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                   . 
(3) farm land transfer 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                    . 
(4) Financial support- subsidies, tax, 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                    . 
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(5)coordination in various level of government, cooperation in different government sectors 
What is the level of building relationships across multiple institutions in promoting rural 
development and agri-food supply chain development? 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                     . 
3.4What are the policies and methods increasing farmers’ income?  
(1) Financial capital- establishing loan funds for starting-up and working capital 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                    .  
(2) the goals of agribusiness in increasing farmers’ income? 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                   . 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
Thanks for your time! 
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Appendix 2: Studies of village – semi-structured in-depth interviews  
 
② Village information about rice/ vegetable supply chain from key informants 
 
Investigator name:                                                                Date of 
survey:                                     .                                                                                       
Address:                      township /                            district/                        city.       
1. General information 
Name:                                                                                      Gender:  Male           Female                                                   
 Position:  village leader                                                 informed villagers  
                  Local farming specialists                                                                                                       
Role in the supply chain:                                                                                               .                                         
Contact number:                                          .                           
Email:                                             .                                                             
2. Village information  
2.1 demographic changes 
(1) Population:                                                                                               .                                         
(2) Changes in population- aging, health, educational level 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                   .                    
2.2 What is the average income for rural citizens in the village?  
                                     RMB/Year, among which,                 percent of income from 
agricultural production,                 percent from off-farm income.   
2.3 Village development progress  
(1) economic development- industry development plans, the local income spent or invested 
in the community or outside 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                   . 
 (2) social development- road, railroads, sporting centres, libraries, hospitals, schools, 
restaurants, or shops 
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                                                                                                                                                . 
(3)environmental changes- sewage treatment, e.g., tackling nonpoint source pollution and 
point source pollution, surface water protection 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                               . 
 (4) cultural changes- the maintenance level of rural cultures, ethics , norms, customs, and 
habitat, etc. 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                .      
3. Rice/ vegetable industry development  
3.1 GDP in rice/ vegetable industry:                                     RMB/Year.  
Quantity in rice/ vegetable 
production:                                                                                             . 
Quality in rice/ vegetable 
production:                                                                                                     . 
the average household area of rice/ vegetable production in the village:  
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                 . 
3.2 the scale of modernisation in rice/ vegetable production, e.g. , spawn new agribusiness, 
brand building, etc. 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                              . 
3.3 How do modern rice/ vegetable supply chains take place in the village? Specifically, what 
are the factors influencing rice/ vegetable industry development in the village? 
(1) Financial support- subsidies, tax-exempt industrial development bonds in the village, 
availability of financial capital or credit 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                 . 
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(2) Human capital- the level of availability of skilled and well-educated labour in rice/ 
vegetable production 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                  . 
particular attention to talented youth 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                   . 
(3) Knowledge- providing technical assistance,  
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                  . 
(4) Information- market information,  
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                   . 
(5) intangible assets-  e.g., preservation and utilisation level of consuming heritages 
including culinary art, cuisine to improve market value of local products 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                     . 
(6) facility or infrastructure- road, irrigation system, processing machine 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                    . 
4. Rice/ vegetable industry’s impact on the village 
4.1 What is the influence of modern rice/ vegetable supply chains on farmers’ employment? 
What is the percentage of out-migration of farmers, especially the youth? What is the 
influence of modern rice/ vegetable supply chains on farmers’ income? 
                                                                                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                             . 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                             . 
4.2 What are the demographic changes influenced by modern rice/ vegetable supply chains? 
E.g, age structure, marital status, gender, the level of availability on labour, the trend of 
migration 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                              . 
224 
 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                             . 
4.3 What are social impacts of the developed rice/ vegetable supply chains on villagers? E.g., 
Are there more new entrepreneurial activities in the village? knowledge or skills in supply 
chain? What is the level of local efforts to promote green-collar jobs in agri-food supply 
chain? Communities that can weave together a policy framework with broad-based support 
will likely be at a significant advantage in terms of creating a business environment that 
encourages green industry development.  
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                               . 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                             . 
Are the rice/vegetable supply chains promoting training programs that build the managerial 
skills of entrepreneurs, or promoting entrepreneurship among women or the disadvantaged 
groups ?  
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                              . 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                            . 
4.4 What are the environment impacts of rice/ vegetable industry? E.g., water, soil 
conservation, deforestation, wetland, farmland. 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                         . 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                          . 
4.5 What are the impacts of developed rice/ vegetable industry have on physical heritages, 
such as traditional building, historical landscape? 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                            . 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                             . 
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4.6 What are the impacts of developed rice/ vegetable industry have on local infrastructure, 
such as road, railroads, sporting centres, libraries, hospitals, schools, restaurants, or shops? 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                               . 
                                                                                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                              . 
4.7 What are the impacts of developed rice/ vegetable industry have on farming facilities, 
such as irrigation system, processing machine? 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                       . 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                     . 
4.7 What are the future plans or strategies in rice/ vegetable industry development? 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                      . 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                     . 
 
Thanks for your time! 
  
226 
 
Appendix 3: Studies of village –household interviews 
 
③ Household interviews with farmers 
 
1. Basic information 
1.1 Village :                                 .                      Telephone number:                                     .      
1.2 Gender: a. Male                              b. Female                                
1.3 Age 
 a. 25-34                   b. 35-44                c. 45-54                      c. 55-64                     d. 65 and 
above              
1.4 Marital status 
  a. single                  b. married                c. widowed                     d. divorced               
1.5 Education level 
a. illiterate                                          b. elementary school                      c. junior high school          
d. senior high school                         e. vocational school                        f. some college+ 
2. Characteristics of agri-food growers 
2.1 Which agri-food do you plant? 
a. rice      (go to 2.2)         b. vegetable       (go to 2.3)                   c. others      (go to 2.4)   
2.2 (1) What is the land acre in the rice production? 
a. < 1 acre                         b. 1-5 acre                     c. 5-10 acre                        d. 10 acre above 
(2) How long have you been growing rice?  
a. 1- 5 years                     b. 5-10 years                  c. 10-15 years                   d. 15-20 years 
(3) Which rice buyer is most important for you?   
a. wholesaler                     b. local cooperatives                   c. Agribusinesses 
 (4) What makes the buyer important for you? Ranking the signifiance of the following 
reasons.   
a. sell large quantity of product                                b. get more profit from the buyer                              
c. build long-term contract                                       d. get financial support from the buyer                 
e. get techniques and market information               f. others                                        . 
2.3 (1) What is the acre of your vegetable farming?   
a. < 1 acre                        b. 1-5 acre                    c. 5-10 acre                    d. 10 acre above 
(2) How many years have you planted vegetable? 
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a. 1- 5 years                     b. 5-10 years                c. 10-15 years                d. 15-20 years 
(3) Which vegetable buyer is most important for you?   
a. wholesaler                  b. cooperatives                      c. agribusinesses 
(4) What makes the buyer important for you? Ranking the signifiance of the following 
reasons.   
a. sell large quantity of product                             b. get more profit from the buyer                              
c. build long-term contract                                     d. get financial support from the buyer                 
e. get techniques and market information              f. others                                                        . 
2.4 (1) What is the acre of your farming?   
a. < 1 acre                       b. 1-5 acre                    c. 5-10 acre                    d. 10 acre above 
(2) How many years have you in this farming? 
a. 1- 5 years                     b. 5-10 years                c. 10-15 years                d. 15-20 years 
(3) What reasons make you do not plant rice/ vegetable? Please rank the signifiance.   
a. get more profits from this farming                         b. lack of resources, e.g., land, labour                                   
c. want to diversify the choices and reduce risks     d. more skills or techniques in this farming       
e. build long-term relationships in the market           f. others                                              .                                                      
3. Personal experiences in each specific rice/ vegetable supply chain 
3.1 Supply chain is an integrated entity based on connections among different actors from the 
initial suppliers to the end consumers.  The supply chain types can be defined by the focal 
actor’s attributes, e.g., an agribusiness organises  
Based on your past experience in rice/ vegetable production, which type of agri-food supply 
chain do you think you are likely to belong to? 
a. farmer-led supply chain                                          b. co-op-led supply chain      
c. SME-led supply chain                                            d. not in any of them        
3.2 Perceptions on supply chain  
Information flow  
(1)What is the frequency of communication with your chain actors? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
 (2)To what extent do you think the value of communication with other chain actors? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
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 (3) What is the level of sharing knowledge or experience in agri-food production? 
                                                                                                                                        .  
(4) To what extent do you feel difficulty to identify buyers?  
                                                                                                                                        . 
Grower-buyer relationships 
 (5) What is the level of collaboration in agri-food production and logistics with your chain 
actors? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
 (6) What is the level of material support or emotional support can you get from your chain 
actors? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
(7) To what extent do you think your dependence on your buyers? E.g., what will happen if 
tomorrow the relationships with buyers end? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
(8) What is the level of contribution to your family function by engaging in this type of 
chain? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
(9)To what extent do you feel price bargaining pressure in this chain? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
(10)To what extent do you experience delayed payment in this chain? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
 (11) To what extent do you feel revenue sharing in the rice/ vegetable supply chains? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
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 (12) To what extent do you feel risk sharing in your rice/ vegetable supply chain? Or to what 
extent do you consider you and your buyers overcome constraints in a collaborative way?  
                                                                                                                                        . 
(13) What is the average profit per year in this agri-food supply chain? 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                        . 
4. Perceptions on community capital assets  
4.1 Physical capital 
 (1)To which degree do local infrastructures (roads, sporting centres, libraries, hospitals, 
schools, restaurants and shops) meet the local living needs? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
(2)To which degree do irrigation system, transportation equipment and processing 
machines meet the local farming needs? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
4.2 Environmental capital 
 (3) What is the level of destruction in agro-environment e.g., filled wetland, filled 
farmland and felled trees or shrubs, for new industrial or residential development?  
                                                                                                                                        . 
4.3 Financial capital 
(4)What is the level of the source of income from farming matching the source of 
household costs?  
                                                                                                                                        .  
(5) What is availability of financial capital or credit? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
4.4 Human capital 
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(6) What is the extent of your feeling of well-being (nutrition, breaking time, mental health-
mood, and physical health) engaging in this the agri-food supply chain? 
                                                                                                                                        .  
(7) To what extent do you feel confidence to tackle problems in the agri-food supply chain? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
4.5 Social capital 
Socio-culture aspects 
(8)What is the level of feeling that the community is spatially distinct (sense of community, 
community visioning)? 
                                                                                                                                        .  
(9)To what extent can you get a favour from the neighbours in the village, e.g., lend money 
from neighbours, use neighbourhood facilities? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
Institutional aspects  
(10)To what extent are your informed about the agricultural techniques by farmers’ 
cooperatives in the rice/ vegetable supply chain? 
                                                                                                                                        .  
(11) To what extent are your informed about the agricultural techniques by local agricultural 
administrational authority?   
                                                                                                                                        . 
4.6 Cultural capital 
 (12)What is the maintenance level of farming heritages including land rotation, water 
management, farming seasons (the lunar calendar for farming), organic fertilisers using? 
                                                                                                                                        .  
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(13) To what extent do you feel confidence of traditional techniques (e.g., biological pest 
control) in controlling crop diseases? 
                                                                                                                                        .  
(14) To what extent do you use traditional or organic methods to control agro-ecological 
destruction? 
                                                                                                                                        . 
4.7 Political capital                                                                        
 (15)What is the extent of opportunities in giving your voice to community affairs?   
(community engagement or access to decision making ) 
                                                                                                                                        . 
5. Supplementary information 
5.1 What questions or issues do you concerns most in the interview?  Please list them.   
                                                                                                                                      . 
5.2 Are you interested in engaging in further interview, e.g., focus group discussion, 
workshop?  
a. Yes                             b. No 
5.3 What are your suggestions or comments for the interview? 
                                                                                                                                     . 
 
Thanks for your time! 
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Appendix 4: Studies of agri-food SCs – semi-structured in-depth interviews 
 
④ Information about farmer-led, co-op-led, SME-led and SOE-led agri-food supply 
chain and performance from managers 
 
 
Investigator name:                                                              Date of interview:                                     .                                                                                       
Address:                      township /                            district/                        city.       
1. General information 
Name:                                                                                      Gender:  Male           Female                                                   
 Position:  manager from SOE agribusiness                            Cooperative manager                                       
                  manager in SME agribusiness                                   rural households                                                                                 
Role in the supply chain:                                                                                               .                                         
Contact number:                                          .                           Email:                                             .             
      2. General corporate/ cooperative information 
2.1 What are main the business activities in your company/ cooperatives? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                . 
2.2 What are sector’s structure and business units in your company/ cooperatives? 
                                                                                                                                                                          
                                                                                                                                              . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                              . 
2.3 What are the characteristics of your rice/ vegetable supply chains (chain actors, and product, 
information, and capital flows along the chain)? 
                                                                                                                                                                          
                                                                                                                                              . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                . 
2.4 What is the annual sales volume of rice/ vegetable in your corporation/ cooperative?  
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                             . 
  
 
 
 
 
233 
 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                               . 
2.5 What are the competition changes in the rice/ vegetable agri-food supply chain in comparison to 
the past? What drives competition nowadays? e.g., the information and communication technology 
revolution  
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                         . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                        . 
2.6 What is your sustainability-oriented development strategy (economic, social, environmental 
aspects)in the rice/ vegetable supply chain? Has it evolved over years?  
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                       . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                      . 
3. Supply chain structure (transparency, dependency, distance) 
3.1product flow  
(1) How many farmers are engaged in your rice/ vegetable supply chain? How do you integrate rice/ 
vegetable producers into your supply chain -Production contract or marketing contract? How does it 
work?                                                                                                                                                                    
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                         . 
(2)How do you find the price of or grade rice/ vegetable in your supply chains? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                        . 
 (3)How is market fluctuation in agri-food demand and supply in recent years? How do you think 
the competition in the agri-food market and agri-food supply chain in recent years? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                       . 
3.2 information flow  
(1) What are your preferable attributes of agricultural produce-rice/ vegetable? What are customers’ 
preferences for purchasing your agri-food? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                           . 
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 (2) How do you satisfy customers’ requirements? E.g., Will you help to improve the performance of 
your suppliers – farmers in the village? Will you have frequent quality inspection on farmer’s 
products? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                           . 
3.3 suppliers- corporation/ cooperative relationships 
 (1) How do you exchange information, especially exchange sensitive information and knowledge, 
with farmers in your supply chain? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                          . 
 (2) What is the level of social interaction to local residents in your supply chain, e.g., discussing 
personal and neighbourhood problems, getting emotional support and encouragement? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                          . 
 (3) How much income does a farmer get per year in your rice/ vegetable supply chain? How do you 
pay for farmers in the rice/ vegetable supply chains? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                        . 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
(4) What are the programs or training in the rice/ vegetable supply chain to promote farmers’ 
employment or skills?  
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                         . 
4. Community-based issues (Governance)  
4.1 supply chain- community relationships  
 (1) How is your rice/ vegetable supply chain connected with the local village? Will the supply 
chain tackle some community-based issues? And how? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                      . 
                                                                                                                                                                                
 (2) How do you improve well-being of farmers in your rice/ vegetable supply chain? e.g., 
workplace, creating family friendly environment - flexible hours, or allowing parents to use sick 
days when their children are sick 
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                                                                                                                                                   . 
 (3) How do your rice/ vegetable supply chains controlling waste or pollution connected to the 
village? What kinds of environmental friendly farming techniques have been used in your rice/ 
vegetable supply chains? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                     . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                   . 
(4) What measures or techniques do your rice/ vegetable supply chains use to conserve the village’s 
natural environment? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                   . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                   . 
4.2 How do you benefit from government support? How will your rice/vegetable supply chain 
compete with others to response to and grab opportunities provided by government? E.g., the 
capabilities or skills  
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                  . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                               . 
4.3 What are the measures in farmers’ cooperatives to encourage participation of farmers, increase 
visibility of cooperative affairs? E.g., policies and procedures, democracy or empowerment) 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                      . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                       . 
 
Thanks for your time! 
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Appendix 5: Studies of agri-food SCs – focus group discussions 
 
⑤Topic guide for discussion on livelihood changes and supply chain-community 
relationships  
 
Investigator name:                                                                Date of survey:                                     .                                                                                       
Address:                      township /                            district/                        city.       
1. General information  
1.1Number of interviewees:                                                                                       .                    
1.2 Group type: a. small farmers in rice and vegetable supply chain    
                           b. farmers related to cooperatives  
                           C. farmers related to agribusinesses  
                           d. managers from cooperatives/ agribusiness  
2. Livelihood changes 
2.1 What are the changes in your livelihoods and in the village? 
Economic aspects:  
(1) Employment opportunities for talent youth 
(2) Income  
                                                                                                                                                                        
                                                                                                                                                     . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                     . 
Social aspects: 
(3) Family friendly environment: the issues of left-behind children, women, and the old 
(4) Public goods provision and infrastructure- road, railroads, sporting centres, libraries, hospitals, 
schools, restaurants, or shops 
(5) Knowledge, skills, capabilities  
                                                                                                                                                                        
                                                                                                                                                        . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                       . 
Environmental aspects: 
(6) sewage treatment, e.g., tackling nonpoint source pollution and point source pollution, surface 
water protection 
(7) filled land, lakes 
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                                                                                                                                                            . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                            . 
Cultural aspects 
(8) the maintenance level of rural cultures, ethics and norms, customs, values, habitat 
                                                                                                                                                                        
                                                                                                                                                            . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                             . 
Political aspects:  
(9) The level of visibility in community affairs? 
(10) Community election 
(11) Property right, women empowerment 
                                                                                                                                                                        
                                                                                                                                                          . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                          . 
2.2 What are the factors/reasons of such changes? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                          . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                          . 
2.3 What are the constraints/barriers for you to improve livelihood from agri-food 
production, or to promote agricultural industry development? 
e.g., (1) How do you access to key techniques in agri-food production? 
(2) Will the established supply chain exclude outsiders?  
(3) Stress in the agri-food supply chain 
(4) Tax-exemption policy and subsidies policy 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                             . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                             . 
3. Supply chain-community relationships 
3.1 How is agri-food supply chain connected with you?  
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Potential topics - e.g., (1) What are the opportunities for agribusiness and rural development? 
 (2) Will SCR (e.g., fairness, environmental ) reduce community vulnerability or protect the 
community from vulnerability? 
(3) Will community spirits (e.g., trust, leadership, social capital) promote realisation of SCR? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                       . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                       . 
3.2 How will you compete or collaborate with others in environmental friendly agri-food production 
and marketing? And Why? 
e.g., (1) What are your personal values or beliefs in agri-food production and transaction? How do 
these values impact performance in agri-food supply chain? 
(2) What do you think are enabling factors to improve environmentally responsible behaviours in 
agri-food supply chain? e.g., using recycled materials, reduced package, reverse logistics 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                            . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                         . 
3.3 What are the factors resulting in outmigration of the youth?  
(1)What is the level of available demand for labour match the available supply of labour in the 
region? e.g., Are the training for jobs available locally? Do trained employers use the appropriate 
methods for searching for qualified workers in the community?  
(2) What is the level of transparency in local labour market, e.g., workers have sufficient 
information about the location and skill requirements of jobs?   
(3) What is the level of indigenous farmers who have significant farming experience and skills 
have opportunities to find meaningful work in the area? 
(4)What is the level of particular attention to talented youth for their development of career 
prospects? 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                    . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                      . 
3.4 What do you think of the impacts of government’s sustainable farming programs?  
 
What is the extent of freedom to transfer land in current land tenure system?   
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                                                                                                                                                        . 
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                        . 
 
Thanks for your time! 
 
  
240 
 
Appendix 6: Generated themes in rice and vegetable SC networks 
Generated themes in rice SC networks 
Rice SC network   Themes  Sub-themes 
Background  Socio-economic comparison of 
study locations  
Similarities and differences 
QF and XH 
Villages 
Community development paths 
in two locations 
State-supported modernisation in QF 
village 
Self-organising development in XH village 
 
Paddy production patterns 
Subsistence farming pattern 
Economy of scale pattern: land transferring 
Economy of scope pattern: integrated 
farming 
Socio-economic characteristics of rice 
producers: survey findings 
Household level capital assets Family function  
The household level division of labour for 
economic well-being 
Village level capital assets   Wealth redistribution 
Demographic changes 
Social networks  
Empowerment and democracy 
Community engagement in public affairs  
 
Industry level capital assets 
Diverse and innovative economy 
Cultural heritage  
Agro-ecology decline 
Geographic trademark  
Rice SCs  Chain actors in rice SC 
network   
 
Supply chain dynamics   
Rice supply chains’ 
sustainability performance 
 
Transparency of the chain 
Power regime and fairness 
Collective action and trustworthiness 
Well-being of employment 
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Social network 
Entrepreneurial spirit 
Whole rice SC 
system  
Rice SC sustainability: 
capabilities and responsibility  
Constraints in the upstream,  midstream, 
and downstream 
 
SC strategies  
Process of strategy formation: dominant 
participation of government. 
Wealth-oriented strategic practices  
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Generated themes in vegetable SC networks 
Vegetable SC 
network  
Themes  Sub-themes  
Background  Overview of vegetable 
industry upgrading in 
Wuhan 
Context of vegetable SC upgrading in Wuhan 
Purposes of vegetable SC upgrading 
Macro institutions for vegetable SC upgrading 
Government role in vegetable basket project  
CJ village   
SME-led vegetable SC 
evolution 
Corporate-led large scale vegetable farming 
Organised household farming: Knowledge 
creating and sharing 
Intensive production pattern in the production 
base 
Community change 
processes  
Mobilising community-level initiatives: 
cognitive social capital  
Self-training and learning in the host 
community   
Community-based infrastructure development  
Value creation of farmer-
led vegetable SCs  
The structure of household-led vegetable SC 
network  
 
Interactions between 
village and vegetable 
SCs 
Community land resources leverage  
Association and empowerment (like knowledge 
sharing) 
Synergies between vegetable SCs and villages 
DL village  Formation of SME-led 
vegetable SCs 
Agribusinesses: Integration vegetable farming 
embedded with a resource recycling system 
Village committee: Integration vegetable 
farming with the rural restructuring 
Community development 
process 
Community development planning: windows 
of opportunities  
Community engagement through leadership 
influence, procedures and community concerns 
Efforts in mobilising community building 
Structure of SME-led vegetable SCs 
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Value creation in SME-
led vegetable SCs 
Value creation of the rural community 
restructuring  
Value creation of the agro-tourism  
Chain-wide value creation challenges: 
institutional barriers, human resource shortage, 
knowledge management 
 
  
244 
 
Appendix 7: Information sheet 
 
Information sheet 
 
Research Project: Community sustainability through agricultural supply chain responsibility: implications 
from a case study in reform era China 
Investigator: Li Liu                                       The University of Queensland, Australia 
Supervisor: A/Prof. Jim Cavaye                   The University of Queensland, Australia 
               Dr. Anoma Ariyawardana            The University of Queensland, Australia 
 
Study Purpose 
The research aims to improve rural livelihood, rural environment, and community function by 
improving efficiency, eco-efficiency and equity in rice and vegetable supply chains.  The study 
focuses on improving the resources sharing between local farmers, cooperatives and agribusiness, 
as well as promoting governance on the whole agri-food system for rural development.  The 
community potentials for greater income and skills, better environment and development will be 
suggested. 
The research involves participants providing information about their marketing of rice/ vegetables 
and the characteristics of their local community.  This information is being collected through 
household interviews, in-depth interviews, and focus group discussions.  These discussions will be 
conducted at appropriate venues in local language and much of the information will be gathered by 
the investigator. 
 
Participation in the study 
We would like you to participate in this research. Your participation is voluntary and you can leave 
at any time without any difficulty.  We would like you to answer questions about rice/ vegetable 
supply chains and about your community. 
 
Privacy 
You can be assured that your privacy and confidentiality will be absolutely protected.  We will note 
your name and location but this information is only for the records of the research team and will 
remain confidential.  You will not be identified individually in any of the results of the research.  
All of your responses to questions and information, such as relating to farming work income, will 
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also be private.  All the results of the research will be given as combined information across many 
people.  
 
Contact details  
This study has been cleared by one of the human research ethics committees of the University of 
Queensland in accordance with the Australian National Health and Medical Research Council’s 
guidelines.  You are free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff shown below.  
If you would like to speak to an officer of the University of Queensland not involved in this study, 
you may contact the Ethics Officer on +61 7 33653924, or ask the project staff to make contact on 
your behalf.  
Li Liu, The University of Queensland, Australia    +61 450225681  
If you have any difficulty in making contact with these persons you should ask any member of the 
research team to help you. 
With many thanks for your assistance. 
 
 
Li Liu  
PhD candidate,  
The University of Queensland 
Australia 
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Appendix 8: Participant consent form 
 
Participant consent form 
 
Research Project: Community sustainability through agricultural supply chain responsibility: implications 
from a case study in reform era China 
 
Investigator: Li Liu                                           The University of Queensland, Australia 
Supervisor: A/Prof. Jim Cavaye                       The University of Queensland, Australia 
                   Dr. Anoma Ariyawardana             The University of Queensland, Australia 
 
This form verifies that I have read, or have been explained, the project information sheet in a 
language that I clearly understand.  I have been informed of action to take to ask questions about the 
research, or to withdraw from the research at any time if I so wish. 
 
I/we, consent to be involved in the above research project as a participant.  I have read (or have 
been sufficiently explained) the research project information sheet and understand the research and 
my role in it. 
 
Signature of Research Participant/s…………………………… Date………/……/.2015……. 
 
(Or list of names)     Signatures 
 
 
 
 
Researcher to Complete:   I, …………………………………………certify that I have explained the 
research project to the person/s listed above and I judge that they understand their role and have 
indicated to me their consent to be involved. 
 
Signature of Researcher…………………………… Date………/……/ 2015……. 
 
